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Abstract
Barham, James Lewis. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. December 2016.
Examining Community College Student Experiences With and Attitudes Toward
Collaboration in Online Courses. Major Professor: Deborah Lowther, Ph.D.
This research examined the experiences and attitudes of community college
students toward using collaboration in online courses, as guided by four research
questions: 1) What do community college students report as their experiences with
collaboration in online courses regarding types and frequency of collaboration tools
used? 2) What is the level of community college student agreement with how
collaboration in online courses is helpful? 3) What is the level of community college
student agreement with what inhibits collaboration in online courses? and 4) What are
community college student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses? Data were
collected with a quantitative survey completed by 73 community college students who
were enrolled in at least one online course the previous semester.
Findings revealed self-reported collaboration experiences in online courses
primarily involved participation in discussion boards and email communication. Results
showed that most students agreed collaboration helped increase achievement and build
social skills for a successful career, and that most participants disagreed with factors that
may inhibit collaboration in online courses. When examining participant attitudes toward
collaboration in online courses, findings yielded the following outcomes: “best things”
about working together in online courses were gaining a better understanding of course
content and feeling a sense of community; “worst things” were low participation of other
students, insufficient communication, poorly organized collaborative activities, and lack
of community. When asked if they would like more collaboration opportunities in online
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courses, most participants replied “no,” citing a desire to work alone; while those who
wanted additional opportunity indicated a desire for community and better understanding
of content. Furthermore, when asked what they would change about collaboration
activities in online courses, most participants indicated that they would change nothing.
The findings of this research have implications for those who develop online courses
and/or professional development for higher education faculty who teach online courses
with regard to implementing effective collaborative strategies that can help students and
instructors work together to achieve learning, improve retention, and better prepare
students for the future.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
In the modern digital world, more people are using online learning to complete college
courses and degrees, as shown in nearly three-quarters (72.7%) of undergraduate students at
public universities taking at least one online course in 2015 (Allen & Seaman, 2016). While the
key advantages of online programs, the flexibility of any time - anywhere learning, serve to keep
enrollment trends increasing, a negative aspect is seen in a higher attrition rate for online as
compared to face-to-face courses. A study of 51,000 community college students revealed that
those enrolled in online courses were 10 to 15% more likely to withdraw from the course as
compared to students in face-to-face courses (Xu & Jaggers, 2011). Student attrition in online
courses has been attributed to several factors, including course design, institutional supports, and
interactions (Lee & Choi, 2011), as well as feelings of isolation (Ali & Smith, 2015). Isolation is
a key interest to this study, as it has been shown to hinder the effectiveness of online courses as
well as online group or collaborative work projects (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004; Shackelford
& Maxwell, 2012).
An additional concern for college students completing online courses is that these
students may not be as career ready as their on-campus peers. A possible contributing factor is
that online courses may not provide sufficient opportunities for students to engage in
“experiential learning that gives prominence to soft skills—such as the ability to collaborate,
work in groups, read social cues, and respond adaptively” (Davis, Fidler, & Gorbis, 2011, p. 13).
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of community college
student experiences with and attitudes toward collaboration in online courses. The findings will
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help inform community college administrators and faculty how to better plan for and implement
collaboration elements into online courses.
Statement of the Problem
This study focused on two problems associated with students enrolled in online courses:
lower retention rates and insufficient career readiness.
Retention in higher education online courses has been a consistent problem; as multiple
institutions report that a higher percentage (3% to 15%) of online as compared to on campus
students do not complete courses (Myers, 2014; Xu & Jaggers, 2011). The isolated nature of
some online courses has long been considered to be a factor influencing low retention, as
isolation “may make the difference between a successful and an unsuccessful online learning
environment,” (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). Collaboration in online courses can help alleviate
feelings of isolation, as “Collaborative activities allow learners greater opportunities for
increased social presence and a greater sense of online community, both of which have been
associated with positive online course outcomes” (Arbaugh & Benbunan-Fich, 2006, p.
439). The concern, though, is that collaboration is infrequently used in online courses. A study of
76 randomly selected online courses revealed that 89% did not include collaborative learning
activities (Margaryan, Bianco, & Littlejohn, 2015). Lack of collaboration in online courses not
only has the potential to negatively impact retention, but also career readiness of students.
Employers are concerned that although recent graduates from post-secondary institutions
are well-trained in the technical skills taught at their respective institutions, many lack the ability
to interact and work with others, often referred to as “people” or “soft skills” (Kandra, Sewell, &
Nyamari, 2011; White, 2013). For example, when 2,138 hiring managers and human resource
professionals were surveyed regarding the importance of soft skills (“less tangible skills
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associated with one’s personality, such as a positive attitude,” para.1), 60% rated “Candidate is
team-oriented” as fifth of the top 10 priorities (Ricker, 2014). Similarly, survey responses from
400 employers regarding knowledge and skills important when hiring recent college graduates
revealed that 83% of the employers agreed that graduates should be able to work effectively with
others in teams, however only 37% reported college graduates were well prepared to work with
others (Hart, 2015). In response, higher education academic accrediting agencies, such as the
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), have implemented
accreditation standards to address the concern of graduates being unprepared for successful
workplace interactions. Specifically, the 2013 Business Standards for Learning and Teaching
includes the following criteria:
Curricula facilitate and encourage frequent, productive student-student and studentfaculty interaction designed to achieve learning goals. Successful teaching and learning
demand high levels of interaction between and among learners, as well as between and
among teachers and learners. (AACSB, 2013, para. 5)
Accrediting standards as well as changing workplace requirements have prompted some higher
education institutions to place greater emphasis on collaboration in online courses to develop
teamwork dynamics valued in today’s careers (Wang, 2010). Yet, survey results from over
1,000 education stakeholders revealed that over 40% indicated that higher education faculty
members forgo collaborative learning in online courses, reporting lack of time to participate in
professional development regarding collaborative teaching and uncertainty about the strategy due
to the asynchronous nature of the virtual learning environment (Greenberg & Nilssen, 2014).
Enrollment in online higher education courses continues to increase despite poor
retention and employer reports of college graduates lacking requisite skills to work with others.
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This study addressed these important problems by investigating student perceptions of
collaboration in their online courses.
Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this research was to examine community college student experiences with
and attitudes toward collaboration in online courses. The investigation was guided by four
research questions.
1. What do community college students report as their experiences with collaboration in
online courses regarding types and frequency of collaboration tools used?
2. What is the level of community college student agreement with how collaboration in
online courses is helpful?
3. What is the level of community college student agreement with what inhibits
collaboration in online courses?
4. What are community college student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses?
Significance of the Study
It is important to examine community college student’s experiences with and attitudes
towards collaboration in online courses as the resulting data will help inform faculty,
administrators, and key stakeholders regarding student reports of collaborative efforts in online
courses at the community college level. The findings can be assessed against current community
college policies, goals, and performance outcomes to identify gaps and areas of potential
intervention. For example, information about student-acknowledged benefits and barriers to
successful collaboration in online courses will inform instructional designers or others when
designing collaborative activities for online higher education courses. Also, the findings will
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assist community college administrators when planning instructional interventions to help faculty
implement successful collaborative instruction in their online courses.
Definition of Terms
Definitions for the following key terms provide a context for their meaning within this
paper:
Asynchronous communication
“Asynchronous communication takes place when there is an interaction between
instructors and students with intermittent time delay” (Ishtaiwa & Abulibdeh, 2012, p. 142).
Attrition
Attrition refers to the rates at which students do not fulfill the requirements of their
program of study or course (Waschull, 2001).
Collaboration
Collaboration refers to students working together toward a common goal in online postsecondary courses (Suleman et al., 2014).
Online learning
Online learning, sometimes referred to as eLearning, is taking the teaching and learning
environment outside of what is commonly viewed as a “traditional” brick and mortar
environment and into virtual reality utilizing the world-wide-web (Ke & Hoadley, 2009, p. 488489).
Retention
Retention is sustaining or keeping students in a course or program of study through
completion (Kurantowicz & Nizinska, 2013).
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Soft skills
Soft skills are the often hard to assess abilities of individuals such as the ability to speak
in front of a group, interpersonal communication, and collaboration skills. These skills are
“…competencies that will make graduates more agile, better team members, and more
adaptable” (Greenberg & Nilssen, 2014, p.1).
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature
In order to examine community college student experiences with and attitudes toward
collaboration in online courses, the literature review focuses on three primary themes associated
with the research questions. First, is an overview of collaboration as an instructional method in
online higher education courses that highlights types and frequency of collaboration tools used.
Next is a discussion of various ways in which collaboration in online courses can benefit
students. This topic is followed by a review of barriers that inhibit collaboration in online
courses. The chapter ends with a summary of key points supporting this study.
Collaboration in Online Higher Education Courses
Collaboration has been one method that educators and policymakers have used for over
40 years to help improve instruction (Waldron & McLeskey, 2010). Collaboration, or students
working together, is often referred to as cooperative learning, collaborative learning, active
learning, and/or problem-based learning. Use of collaboration in education has a well-established
record of positive learner outcomes. For example, Barkley, Cross, and Major (2005) states that
“In extensive meta-analysis across hundreds of studies, cooperative arrangements were found
superior to either competitive or individualistic structures on a variety of outcome measures,
generally showing higher achievement, high-level reasoning, more frequent generation of new
ideas and solutions, and greater transfer of what is learned from one situation to another”
(Barkley et al., 2005, p.17-18).
Theorists imply the positive outcomes of collaboration may be related to the teaching
method developed by Lev Vygotsky (1978) known as social constructivism (Nyikos &
Hashimoto, 1997). Social constructivism is grounded in the idea that students interact with each
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other through social methods and build knowledge about a certain topic or subject based on those
critical social interactions. “Social constructivism is a highly effective method of teaching that all
students can benefit from, since collaboration and social interaction are incorporated” (Powell &
Kalina, 2009, p. 242). Social constructivist proponents agree that the model is an effective
method for engaging students in online courses at the post-secondary level (Bryant & Bates,
2015; Deulen, 2013). Churcher, Downs, and Tewksbury’s (2014) study of 36 freshmen-level
university students find that utilizing social media technologies, the instructional designer should
consider the theoretical components of social constructivism pedagogy.
Additionally, the inclusion of carefully designed elements of social constructivism – in
the form of collaboration - into online courses enables student groups to construct their
understanding of a given concept or idea and, thereby, build upon each other’s social norms,
ideas and prior knowledge (Olson, 2013; Terrell & Dringus, 2000). In some instances, such as
shown in a study involving 63 college students enrolled in an online course, students indicated
the social presence in an online course was greater than a face-to-face course (Bowers & Kumar,
2015). Additionally, Capo and Orellana’s (2011) study suggests that a majority of online
instructors who incorporated social media tools reported that student interaction and learning was
improved when students used social media during carefully designed activities.
Online Tools for Collaboration
Collaboration in online courses varies by the types of tools used to support collaborative
activities. Today’s higher education faculty can choose from a wide variety of tools to support
online collaboration. Some of the most commonly used tools include email, discussion boards,
wikis, blogs, and social networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter, and instant messaging.
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Email
Email is one of the oldest forms of communication with regard to electronic means of
correspondence between students and faculty. Pioneers of online higher education started
working with email to communicate with students outside of course meeting times, which
provided the seed for today’s technology-driven distance education model often adopted by
colleges and universities (Northcote, Gosselin, Reynaud, Kilgour, & Anderson, 2015). Many
higher education institutions have adopted email as a preferred method for communication,
resulting in many instructors becoming comfortable with the technology (Seaton & Schwier,
2014).
This comfort with email is reflected in survey results from 176 college students who
reported frequent use of email to communicate with instructors and with other students (Dixon,
2010). Collaboration between students in online courses may be enhanced by the use of email
and similar forms of electronic methods of communication (Reese, 2015; Gayton & McEwen,
2007).
Discussion boards
Second to email, discussion boards tend to be the most popular type of collaboration tool
that higher education online courses use. Discussion boards allow members of the online
community to express themselves via posts called threads (Suthers, Vatrapu, Medina, Joseph, &
Dwyer, 2008). Instructors have readily integrated this collaborative strategy into online courses
using a thread on a particular topic where students can then post opinions or useful knowledge
for others in the course (Oliveira, Tinoca, & Pereira, 2011). The discussion threads also allow
students to share insight or helpful advice to other students (Singh, Mangalaraj, & Taneja, 2006).
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Findings from a qualitative study involving five learners in an online collaborative
learning environment suggest that discussion boards were useful to individuals who may avoid
interacting in traditional face-to-face learning environments, because collaborating via text helps
make one feel less overwhelmed by the presence of other students (Ke & Carr-Chellman, 2006).
Discussion boards have also been shown to bridge the “distance” or physical gap between online
students as they provide an environment in which students can interact and establish a sense of
community (McWilliam, 2000). This sense of community was evidenced in the results of a small
case study involving 9 participants in an online post-secondary English course that utilized
discussion boards (Weidman & Bishop, 2009). The findings revealed the participants tended to
be more eager to form groups for projects when the activity involved communicating through
discussion boards (Weidman & Bishop, 2009). Additionally, Revere and Kovach (2011) suggest
that the discussion board is an easy to use learning tool that instructors can incorporate into
online courses to engage students. Overall, discussion boards are included as a tool in most
online course systems, and by the nature of the tool engage students to some degree in
collaboration.
Wikis. Wikis are another tool that can be used in online education to collaborate. A wiki
allows the user to make a website that can be edited or modified by others (LeBar, 2014; Tetard,
Patokorpi, & Packalen, 2009). Wikis include a log that shows when and who makes changes to
the content. Instructors can use the log to record collaborative contributions of individual
students to a particular piece of work (Singh et al., 2006). Using wikis, students can grow
cognitively by taking what a classmate has created and then adding his or her own knowledge to
the original document (Kimmerle, Moskaliuk, & Cress, 2011). For example, when examining the
process of integrating wikis for knowledge building, results from a study with 72 university
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participants revealed that, “…wikis seem to be suitable instruments to encourage and facilitate
processes of individual learning and collaborative knowledge building at the same time”
(Kimmerle et al., 2011, p. 146). Effective use of a wiki provides student participants the
collaboration tool needed for positive social development among participants (Hao-Chang Lo,
2013; Ioannou, 2011).
Wikis are designed to be user friendly and allow for student interactions and
collaborations that provide opportunity for meaningful learning and assessment (Eddy &
Lawrence, 2012). A 2013 study involving 8,000 faculty members found that the wiki and the
blog are the two most frequently used online media tools for teaching and learning (Seaman &
Tinti-Kane, 2013). Another approach is for student groups to collaboratively create a wiki of
information acquired during their degree to prepare for qualifying exams by creating online
collaborative portfolios as a tool from which others could learn (DiPietro et al., 2010). Wikis also
allow students to study, work, and collaborate whenever and from wherever they are by
providing the flexibility to work together to reach a common end goal (Johnson, Adams, &
Cummins, 2012).
In addition to working together toward a common goal, instructors may also build a wiki
for healthy competition to entice students to learn in a competitive environment (Carroll, Diaz,
Meiklejon, Newcomb, & Adams, 2013). Survey data from 215 post-secondary students suggest
that use of wikis can promote collaborative learning environments by supporting student
engagement (Popescu, 2014).
Blogs
A popular tool that allows for an online collaborative learning strategy is a blog. A blog
is a website in which the user creates a post displayed in reverse chronological order on a topic
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of the user’s choice and has an interface where other followers can comment on the blog posting
(Saddington, 2010). Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2013) report that the blog is one of two of the most
popular online tools used for academic purposes, as reported in a study of over 8,000 instructors
in higher education (2013). A course blog allows students to voice opinions or interesting facts
on a regular basis about what is being studied during the course (Coole & Watts, 2009). Posting
to a blog can be beneficial to a student and help others who follow the blog to see information
that classmates found important or insightful, and that may have been overlooked when the
student originally went through the materials (Morris, 2014; Singh et al., 2006).
Tahereh and Murray-Harvey (2013) found through their study of 63 future teachers in
Australia that students retain information that is acquired by interacting with other students far
better than information that is gained by reading a textbook or by listening to a lecture.
Richardson states that when instructors and students use blogs, information organization
improves and personal learning increases (Richardson, 2012). A blog is a tool that allows
learners to read information about a topic, engage with other learners, and reflect their
perceptions of the topic in an online environment “bringing life into learning” (Downes, 2004, p.
26).
Today’s students often desire to study on their own time and in a collaborative learning
environment, which can be achieved through careful integration of blogs into online learning
environment (Johnson et al., 2012). However, a key to successful use of blogs for collaboration
is for instructors to carefully integrate meaningful student interaction with each other through use
of the blog (Kovach & Revere, 2011).
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Social Networking Tools
The final collaboration tools discussed are those used for social networking. Social
networking involves individuals using social media sites to network and communicate with
current acquaintances and to meet, in a virtual sense, new people (Lederer, 2012). Many people
use social networking for their personal connections with others; therefore, the user-friendly
tools are good additions to higher education online courses (Smith, 2007). Although there are
several types of social networking tools available for instructors to use in online rooms,
Facebook, Twitter, instant messaging are some of the more commonly used social networking
tools in education (Milanovic, 2015; Churcher, Downs, & Tewksbury, 2014).
When social media was carefully integrated into online courses taken by 155 higher
education students, Salmon, Ross, Pechenkina, and Chase (2015) reported the following positive
outcomes: enhanced learning through social communities, increased sense of belonging, and
better connection with peers. Jacquemin, Smelser, and Bernot’s (2014) study involving 38
students and 17 faculty members from one university revealed that students used social media
more frequently than faculty for academic purposes and that there was a correlation between
faculty use of social media to communication with students. Another study of 1,200 higher
education students suggests that the integration of social media into online courses, while
challenging in its own regard, results in improved content delivery, improvements in course
assessment, and improvement of student perception of social media for academic purposes
(Dyson, Vickers, Turtle, Cowan, & Tassone, 2015). Discussed are social communities,
microblog sites, and Instant Messaging.
Social communities. A Social Community, such as Facebook, is a tool that includes
features such as chat, discussion postings via the Facebook wall, sharing of documents and other
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electronic elements, which work well for online collaborative activities (McDonald, 2013). As of
2015, there were over one billion users of Facebook, with approximately 90% representing
college age users in the United States (Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, Lenhart, & Madden, 2015).
OnlineCollege.org (2012) provides “99 Ways to Use Facebook in Your Classroom,” which
includes recommendations for using the following strategies: Projects and Assignments, Sharing,
and of importance for this research, Collaboration and Discussion. Among the suggested
activities within the Collaboration and Discussion category are: creating study groups, writing
workshops for peer review, and practicing foreign language with native speakers (No. 9-51).
Because of the familiarity of the platform, students in online courses tend to be favorable
towards the use of Facebook as a collaboration tool for group work.
Research conducted by Barczyk and Duncan (2013) with 106 post-secondary students
found that the students were agreeable with regard to the use of Facebook and thought it
enhanced their level of learning the course material and feeling connected to other students, with
non-traditional students feeling the greatest impact. Similar findings were seen in a study
involving 155 college students that revealed Facebook could be used to enhance knowledge
sharing and networking in online higher education courses (Salmon, Ross, Pechenkina, & Chase,
2015). Additionally, results from a case study with graduate students suggest that Facebook can
enhance learning and teaching when use of the tool complements course assignments and
achieves more student engagement (Ractham & Firpo, 2011).
In a study of student perceptions of collaboration in online courses, 110 students taking
an online course in a post-secondary institution said that Facebook could be used to collaborate
in their course, yet 85.5% stated that they had never used the tool for academic purposes (Ophus
& Abbitt, 2009). In the same study, 87.3% of students stated that they use Facebook to
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communicate with friends (Ophus & Abbitt, 2009). In another study of 106 students, Facebook
was thought to enhance learning, connectedness, knowledge sharing, and collaboration (Duncan
& Barczyk, 2013). Leafman’s (2015) study of 172 post-secondary students found that Facebook
was a favored choice to communicate student to student, yet the least favorite tool to
communicate student to instructor. These findings suggest use of Facebook in an online course
can yield positive outcomes, even though it is not yet a commonly used tool.
Microblog sites. A Microblog site, such as Twitter, is a tool that instructors teaching
online community college courses might consider utilizing to help implement and facilitate
collaboration. Twitter is described as a social networking tool that allows users to post “tweets”
or short messages composed of 140 characters or less. Twitter has become a mainstream
communication tool that has evolved into a popular method for individuals to participate in
debates, share crises, market ideas, and participate in cultural events (Bates, 2012; Mahart et. al.,
2014). In addition to the idea that Twitter is an effective communication tool, Pew Research
Center data reveal that 32% of typical college age students (aged 18-29) report regular use of
Twitter (Duggan et al., 2015). Ways in which Twitter can support collaboration in online courses
include groups working together to make plans, ask questions, summarize key ideas, and create
new thinking (Miller, 2015). Given that Twitter has become an effective means for virtual
communication and that college-age students regularly use the tool, it is a viable option for
implementing collaboration in online community college courses.
A research study conducted by Junco, Elavsky, and Heiberger (2012) of 135 postsecondary students suggests that accomplishing course outcomes can be achieved at a higher
level if the careful integration of Twitter use is an essential requirement for students.
Additionally, Kovach and Revere (2011) suggest that effective incorporation of technology, such
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as Twitter, as learning tools can increase and enhance student engagement in the online course.
In another study of 155 post-secondary students, Twitter, as a learning tool, was shown to
enhance student feelings of belongingness and connection with other students (Salmon, Ross,
Pechenkina, & Chase, 2015). However, Jacquemin, Smelser, and Bernot’s (2014) study of an
undergraduate semester course revealed that while Twitter is useful when integrated into course
content to augment what may already be in the course, they found it to be too simplistic for
formal discussion due to the nature of the tool.
Instant Messaging. Instant Messaging (IM) is a popular form of online communication
similar to email, with the exception that users may detect when others are immediately available
and discussions take place in real-time (Kadirire, 2007). Many free online email platforms
embed an instant message or “chat” tool within their email dashboard, such as Yahoo!
Messenger, and Google’s Gmail (Cassidy et al., 2011).
Instant messaging only works for its intended purpose of real-time communication, if
both parties are available and active within the tool at the same time. In a study conducted by
Maushak and Ou (2007) involving 30 higher education students, the results revealed that
students perceived instant messaging as a positive and productive tool for collaboration in the
online course. Kuyath et al. (2013) suggests instant messaging fosters heightened learning
because it automatically connects individuals, and the users get immediate feedback from each
other.
Most online course interfaces provide tools that allow students to simultaneously chat
with others that are online. Students tend to use this tool to ask each other for help during
assignments that might be a little complex, require skills that the student has not mastered, or
when instructions seem vague (Gao, 2013). When real-time collaboration in online courses is
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used, the instructor typically sees a higher quality finished assignment (Stenger, 2013). Even
though the use of social networking does not require a complicated skill set and fosters
collaboration in online courses, it is recommended that IM be paired with other learning
strategies to fully achieve higher learning outcomes (Dalsgaard & Paulsen, 2009).
In summary, collaboration tools such as email, discussion boards, blogs, wikis, social
networking sites can be an effective means to promote group work in higher education online
courses (Coole & Watts, 2009; Mavroudi & Hadzilacos, 2013; Uzunboylu, Bicen, & Cavus,
2011). Due to the freedoms and lack of controllable structure, Dalsgaard and Paulsen (2009)
suggest social networking tools should not be used as a Learning Management System in and of
themselves, but rather as an aid or addition to what is already developed to support transparency
and connectivity among students. To achieve desired outcomes, instructors need to ensure the
tools fit the environment and support the participants during collaborative interactions.
Frequency of Collaboration in Online Courses
The following section presents frequency data for collaboration tools used in online
higher education courses including: frequency of use of discussion boards, Facebook, social
media, email, and faculty usage of collaboration tools. As seen in the previous section, current
literature reveals multiple studies investigating various aspects of higher education students
using collaboration tools in online courses. Purposeful and thoughtful integration of social media
can provide a good medium for students to communicate with each other and their instructor(s),
especially since learning is social (Zgheib & Dabbagh, 2012).
Discussion Board Frequency
A 2014 report reflecting responses from over 16,000 full-time undergraduate faculty
members from 269 colleges and universities revealed that approximately 50% of the faculty
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reported using online discussion boards “frequently” (16.1%) or “occasionally” (34.1%) (Eagan
et al., 2014). Henry (2010) conducted a study involving 125 undergraduate students in online
courses. Although, Henry’s (2010) data does not reflect frequency of use, the students
unanimously identified discussion boards and e-mail when asked about the most preferred
collaboration method as well as the most useful. Henry (2010) noted, “Younger students seemed
to prefer to use the discussion boards and mature students elected e-mail as their preference” (p.
92).
The appeal that discussion boards offer the students that enter college straight from high
school, or traditional students, is that they can sometimes negate the need to ask a question by
searching discussion board posts (Dixon, 2010; Kovach & Revere, 2011). Survey results from
125 college students enrolled in online courses also felt that discussion boards allowed them to
answer in their own time without feeling as though they were imposing on the others in the
course or the instructor and felt a greater connection to one another even when they were not
physically interacting (Henry, 2010).
Social Media Frequency
Data from the Social Media for Teaching and Learning report, which includes survey
responses from over 8,000 faculty members who taught online courses indicated 70% regularly
used social media for personal purposes, while only 41% reported use of social media in their
instruction (Seaman & Tinti-Kane, 2013). Additionally, Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2013) found
that faculty who required students to use social media for academic purposes required them to
consume information rather than contribute new knowledge (such as watching videos). Tess
(2013) points out the conflict in that some instructors, while seemingly unfavorable to social
media, rely on technology to enhance and mediate the classroom.
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In a study involving 110 post-secondary students regarding academic use of Facebook,
85.5% of students stated that they never used Facebook to communicate with their instructor, yet
87.3% stated that they regularly use the tool to communicate with friends (Ophus & Abbitt,
2009). A majority of students agreed that social media could be used to collaborate in class
(Ophus & Abbitt, 2009). Social media can create opportunities for interaction, collaboration,
communication and opportunity for students to engage in content creation (Gikas & Grant,
2013).
Email Frequency
E-mail is also a frequently used and favored method of students when using collaboration
in online courses. With both traditional and nontraditional students, there seems to be a
connection between user friendliness and preference (Waugh & Searle, 2012). E-mail platforms
tend to be relatively universal whether being used for educational purposes, professional
purposes, or for pleasure; therefore, they tend to rank higher with the students as a favored or
most frequently used collaboration tool. Mature students also like the privacy that comes with
using e-mail as opposed to the discussion board option (Waugh & Searle, 2012). A study of 176
post-secondary students found that the instructor-student engagement tool most frequently used
is email and that the most significant aspect to achieve student engagement is the instructor’s
connectedness to the course (Dixon, 2010). While email tends to be the most commonly and
frequently used tool for communication, asynchronous collaboration methods and tools have
evolved beyond the capacity of what email can provide and support (Xu, Zhang, Harvey, &
Young, 2008).
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Faculty Usage of Collaboration Tools
The frequency that students report to participate in collaborative efforts in online courses
is important in that there may be room for faculty and/or instructional designers to add more
opportunities for students to work together. A study found that 80% of over 8,000 faculty
reported use of some form of social media, which included requiring students to watch online
videos (Seaman & Tinti-Kane, 2013). Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2013) also found that the most
frequently used social media tools for teaching and learning were wikis and blogs (2013).
Another study involving the survey of 172 post-secondary students found that social media tool
frequency usage (highest to lowest use) for students to communicate with other students were
Facebook, Linked-in, Skype, Google Plus, and Twitter (Leafman, 2015). However, social media
tool frequency usage to communicate with the instructor (highest to lowest) was Google Plus,
Linked-in, Skype, and Facebook (Leafman, 2015). It seems that instructors favor the social
media tool Google Plus, wikis and blogs as compared to the trendier Facebook social media tool
and that students have an inverse impression regarding the same tools.
Benefits of Collaboration in Online Higher Education Courses
In this section, the following examples of benefits of students participating in
collaboration in online courses are discussed: gain deeper understanding, develop critical
thinking, increase overall student achievement, build sense of community, improve retention,
and collectively, enhance career readiness.
Gain Deeper Understanding
In a study conducted by Weimer (2013) students who were exposed to the
implementation of various collaboration strategies during a semester tended to score four percent
higher on test scores due to a deeper understanding of the material. A deeper understanding may
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come partially because students have the opportunity to help each other work through the ideas
in which they would have been left to their own devices in an online course without collaborative
strategies (Brewer & Klein, 2006). In education, test scores are attributed to how successful the
student is at mastering content, as higher test scores will be equated to a greater understanding of
the material (Breedlove, Tracy, & Idee, 2004). Tsai (2010) conducted a study involving 169
undergraduate students in an investigation of collaborative learning in online courses. Results
revealed that students in online courses who engaged in collaborative activities imitated by the
instructor, generally scored higher than those in online courses without the collaboration.
Develop Critical Thinking
Using collaboration in online courses has been shown to be successful at increasing
critical thinking skills (Lee, 2007). Employers strive to find employees that can think critically
since they tend to find ways to make the company more profitable (Maggitti, 2015). In Smith’s
2005 qualitative cross-case study of online collaborative groups, he states that collaboration is
one method in which instructors and/or instructional designers may use to transform learners into
independent critical thinkers who do not have to be “spoon fed” information from a lecture
format (Smith R., 2005). Critical thinking skills are becoming one of the most important traits to
possess in both life and employment (Tilus, 2012). An experimental study investigating the
participation of 88 middle school students in online problem-based environments revealed
improved higher order thinking, cognitive skills, and oral presentation abilities for those
participants who regularly participated in collaboration (Kuo, Hwang, Chen, & Chen, 2012).
Increase Overall Achievement
Another form of success regarding collaboration in online courses is greater overall
achievement on the part of the individual student(s). The implementation of collaboration tends
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to give way to improved problem solving skills, use of resources and communication skills,
therefore, is deemed a tool to help improve overall achievement in online learners (Smith, 2005).
Case-based action research involving 12 higher education students found that students have the
potential to perform better academically when placed in researched-based small groups that
collaborate both within and outside the course (Vaughan, Nickle, Silovs, & Zimmer, 2011).
Biasutti’s (2011) study that surveyed 92 post-secondary students suggests collaboration
in online courses helps to improve communication, social skills, teamwork skills, and attitudes
toward collaboration and further helps with the development of cognitive processes.
Additionally, Hsiung’s (2013) study of 42 engineering students who participated in small groups
found that students who benefit from improved overall achievement while in courses that
implemented online collaborative learning strategies tended to use similar learning techniques in
their other courses to further improve their overall achievement. When collaborative learning
techniques are implemented correctly, findings from a case study with 12 higher education
participants revealed students who are apt to not participate may become more engaged and more
focused participants during group activities and discussions (Jahng, Nielsen, & Chan, 2010).
Research conducted by Junco, Elavsky and Heiberger (2012) involving 135 higher
education students suggests that careful integration of Twitter based on a pedagogical model
demonstrates an increase in improved outcomes and overall achievement. Similarly, a case study
of graduate students found that using Facebook in online courses to share and generate
knowledge in small groups helped to increase overall achievement as well (Ractham & Firpo,
2011). Research with 63 college students by Bowers and Kumar (2015) revealed that in some
instances, integration of collaborative elements in online classes had a greater impact on overall
achievement in online courses as compared to face-to-face sections.
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Build Sense of Community
Another benefit to implementing collaborative learning strategies into online courses is
building a sense of community, which is fostered through the development of small groups
(Waugh & Searle, 2012). Results of a study that assessed the reflections of 140 college students
who participated in collaborative work, revealed the students did not want to let their teammates
down with regard to contributing to the group work assignments (Morgan, 2003). Morgan (2003)
also suggests cooperation lowers anxiety levels and reduces the amount of emotional stress some
experience with regard to the idea of failure. With the assistance of others in the course, students
in an online course become more dependent on each other to effectively build new ideas and
solve problems (Amhag & Jakobsson, 2009). Data that compared the participation levels of
approximately 300 post-secondary students enrolled online courses found that collaborative
learning was shown to increase or enhance the sense of community, skill acquisition, and
learning outcome attainment (Brindley, Walti, & Blaschke, 2009). Students have reported that
collaborative work with other students has helped form a closer sense of belonging felt in regular
face-to-face courses, allowing for more interaction among peers (Jahng, Nielsen, & Chan, 2010;
Koeller, 2012; Waugh & Searle, 2012).
Ozkan’s (2010) review of literature revealed that students with a tendency to have antisocial personalities may be reached to a higher level through the use of cooperative learning
techniques via a sense of community built into the learning process. Additionally, a sense of
community and team satisfaction was shown to be correlated with team dynamics, team
acquaintance, and instructor support in a study with 197 online students (Ku, Tseng, &
Akarasriworn, 2013).
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Facebook can also help build a sense of community, as noted in the study by Barczyk and
Duncan (2013) involving 106 higher education students who reported that Facebook enhanced
the connectedness and social learning in online courses. As stated in Kovach and Revere’s
(2011) report, instructors who effectively integrate technology into their courses to help enhance
learning can expect to see student achievement increase.
Improve Retention
Given many of the current initiatives in place to help with college completion, retention
of students through graduation is paramount to most individuals working in higher education.
Implications from using Felder and Solomon’s (2010) Index of Learning Styles Questionnaire,
completed by 814 college freshmen, suggest that collaboration for students in online courses may
be helpful to the endeavors of retention efforts. Zhan, Xu, and Ye (2011) suggest learners who
participated in online courses that used collaboration, performed better than those who did not.
Findings from a small usability study (n = 12) investigating virtual reality for
collaborative learning suggest providing a rich resource that supports communication is key
when designing collaboration for an online course, as it is critical for students to connect to one
another (Monahan, McArdle, & Bertolotto, 2008). Similarly, survey results from over 14,000
higher education students suggest collaboration via social media produced positive
improvements with regard to retention efforts in online classes and that intellectual stimulation is
a key component in student success (Venkatesh, Croteau, & Rabah, 2014).
Enhance Career Readiness
Student success goes beyond college courses into the workforce. Interviews conducted
with 600 college graduates and college career advisory committees are consistently hearing from
graduate employers that one of the key abilities that graduates must possess to be successful in
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the workforce is the ability to work with other individuals (Strom & Strom, 2013). Entire
statewide coalitions have been formed to help colleges and universities prepare graduates for
real-world work and collaboration (Schuler, 2014). Twenty-six students who completed a
questionnaire that assessed their level of agreement of course tools that support engagement
revealed that most students had a growing sense that “soft” skills are becoming more important
in the work place and, therefore, deem collaborative efforts as “important” or “extremely
important” (King, 2014). Going beyond cultivating a post-secondary environment that prepares
students for collaboration in the workforce, social networking sites, such as LinkedIn, have been
developed to connect professionals with each other and advance careers (Collins, Knotts, &
Schiff, 2012).
The Horizon Report states that the work world is becoming more collaborative in that
people are being asked to work with others at a high frequency and, thus, social media and
technology can help current students become better equipped to enter their career field (Johnson
et al., 2016). As mentioned, findings from the Ku et al., (2013) study with 197 participants
revealed that collaboration in online courses had a high correlation with teamwork dynamics and
satisfaction, both needed in today’s careers.
Barriers that Inhibit Collaboration in Online Higher Education Courses
Although collaboration in online courses can yield several benefits, there are also barriers
that can inhibit successful implementation of the strategies. Some of the issues noted as barriers
are: insufficient communication; poor organization; poor connection with learning objectives;
low participation; time constraints; and insufficient computer skills of students and/or online
faculty members.
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Insufficient Communication
The first barrier that has been shown to cause failure in collaboration in online courses is
insufficient communication. When students take online courses, the type of communication that
takes place is different from that of a traditional face-to-face course. When a student in a
traditional course has a question, for example, he or she can simply ask the instructor during the
course period. Burton and Goldsmith’s (2002) focus group study of student’s experiences in
online asynchronous post-secondary courses found that if a student was taking a course in an
online learning format, there was no formal meeting time, thus, the student rarely, if ever met
face-to-face with the instructor or other students. The Burton and Goldsmith (2002) study had a
12.5% withdrawal rate in the courses that participated in the study.
Missing face-to-face interaction requires the student to be able to formulate his or her
question into coherent sentence form and transmit it to the instructor via email, discussion board
or other methods. The student then has to wait for the instructor to see the question, formulate a
response, and send it back to the student. Typically, according to a questionnaire administered to
12 post-secondary students in an online class, none of this happens simultaneously, and the
student may not even need the question answered by the end of the process mentioned above
(Monahan, McArdle, & Bertolotto, 2008). If either party involved in the previous scenario, the
instructor or the student, is not good at communication via online platforms, then whatever
learning strategies were being used during the time the question was formulated will not provide
high quality results. Quality and timely communication are keys to ensuring successful
implementation of collaborative learning in an online course. Findings from another study
suggest that problems with including collaboration activities in online courses included the need
for effective communication support in the course system (Tetard, Patokorpi, & Packalen, 2009).
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Poor Organization
Poor organization accounts for another reason collaboration in online courses fail, as the
organization of materials and course design are vital to student and learning strategy success.
One common organization issue, which arises in using collaboration in online courses, is not
implementing strategies that work well for a particular group. The learning strategies, which
work for one course may not always work for all courses, due to the different learning needs that
make up the dynamics of the online course. A study of twelve students who were assessed three
times during an online course to examine the use of collaborative learning, and the results
suggested that the needs of the students must be met, in order for learning to be successful
(Monahan, McArdle, & Bertolotto, 2008).
Results of a study examining the frustration levels of 40 higher education students
regarding collaborative learning in online courses found poorly organized collaborative activities
increased levels of student frustration, which often created a barrier to learning (Capdeferro &
Romero, 2012). Blessinger and Wankel (2013) found that the primary challenge with the
implementation of collaboration in online courses is not cost or access to technology, but rather
how instructors best implement technology to support the effort to increase student engagement
and achievement.
Poor Connection with Learning Objectives
O’Neill, Scott, and Conboy’s (2011) Delphi study of 18 collaborative learning experts
suggest there should be a clear connection to the learning outcome objectives for a course to
implement collaboration in online courses, not just simply for the sake of including collaborative
learning. The learning in the course should support the collaboration that had been implemented.
Additionally, learning objectives developed for a face-to-face course may not necessarily be
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applicable for an online course. A study involving 24 students who participated in small groups
found that collaboration efforts in online courses may be more difficult to navigate than those in
face-to-face courses. Instructional designers should not take a “cookie cutter” approach when
designing collaboration into their online courses as compared to face-to-face or even hybrid
courses (Jahng, 2012). Collaborative strategies in online courses need to align with the learning
objectives of the course.
Low Participation
Another common barrier to successful collaboration in online learning is low
participation, or “social loafing” on the part of the student. “Social loafing” is a concept
whereby some students may become accustomed to others completing the majority of the
assignments and “loaf” in the corners of cyberspace (Piezon & Ferree, 2008). Not only does low
participation have a negative impact on the student that is not participating to his or her potential,
but it also has an impact on the other students in the group as well (Chiong & Jovanovic, 2012).
One of the reasons for low participation in online courses can be traced back to the lack
of interest in the subject (Monahan, McArdle, & Bertolotto, 2008). A study involving 32 small
groups consisting of 5 - 8 college-level students in each group found that a lack of collaboration
skills could be a reason for this dislike of collaboration on the part of the student and that
students will withdraw from the course if they do not feel connected (Chiong & Jovanovic,
2012). Another potential cause regarding the issue of low participation is the idea of students
feeling isolated. Oyarzun and Morrison’s (2013) study involving 34 undergraduate level college
students found that virtual or distance education courses can be very isolating for some students.
These feelings of isolation can contribute to the idea of participants feeling as though their
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contributions are not warranted and thereby produce low participation (Oyarzun & Morrison,
2013).
Blessinger and Wankel (2013) state that neither cost nor access is a primary challenge
when implementing online collaboration, but rather how to utilize technology to leverage
engagement and achievement of all students. Tetard, Patokorpi, and Packalen (2009), also
suggest that it is difficult to ensure that all students complete their respective parts in the small
group activities. A study by Ophus and Abbitt of 110 post-secondary students suggest that
students think low participation may be caused by distractions and concerns regarding their
privacy (2009).
Time Constraints
An additional barrier to successful collaboration in online courses is due to time
constraints. Whether it is the time limit that the instructor imposes on the student’s assignments
or the time constraints imposed by the student’s personal life; if sufficient time is not allotted for
collaboration to be fully explored, then the learning strategy will not foster the educational gains
that one would expect (Chiong & Jovanovic, 2012). Students report that instructors need to
ensure that the proper amount of time is set aside to complete collaborative activities. A study of
628 students who took an 11 question survey instrument investigating student perceptions of
collaborative learning in online courses revealed that students with the discipline required to be
successful in online courses, had more favorable perceptions of collaborative learning than
students who struggled with time management (Barnard, Patton, & Rose, 2007). Inadequate time
constraints could cause any learning strategy to fail especially when the constraints occur in
online courses where there is no designated time commitment like traditional face-to-face
courses offer.
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Another study involving 374 post-secondary students and 92 teaching faculty that
compared the perceptions of student versus instructor perceptions of social presence in online
courses suggests that students feel that there is not enough time built into the course to
adequately communicate collaboratively in some circumstances (Mathieson & Leafman, 2014).
A study involving 155 higher education students found that one of the reasons students do not
perceive collaboration to be effective is that it is a waste of time (Salmon, Ross, Pechenkina, &
Chase, 2015).
Insufficient Computer Skills
One last reason some collaboration in online courses may fail is due to insufficient
computer skills of students and/or instructors. Even though online learning is becoming more
popular due to the convenient nature it exhibits, it is only beneficial to those who have the
technical knowledge and skills to use the online course software (Koh, Barbour, & Hill, 2010).
This is important when implementing collaboration, as found in participatory action research
involving 95 students, that it is imperative for students to have requisite technical skills as well
as the proper equipment and platform for learning to take place (Rohleder, Bozalek, Carolissen,
Leibowitz, & Swartz, 2007). When using collaboration in online courses, some students struggle
with the logistics for carrying out the strategies, which are perceived as more difficult in the
online courses as compared to the face-to-face ones (Smith et al., 2011). A Canadian study
investigating the readiness of 3,462 college students for social media and collaboration in online
courses revealed males and younger students had more positive attitudes toward use of newer
technologies and collaborative activities (Poellhuber & Anderson, 2011).
In a pilot study involving 386 higher education faculty interested in collaboration in
online courses who taught online, the computer skill level of the faculty was shown to impact
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faculty motivation to teach more challenging courses or new subject matter courses, specifically
those with low computer skills taught less challenging courses and preferred to teach familiar
content (Shea, 2007). Shea’s (2007) study also revealed that nearly 50% of the faculty reported
computer skills as medium (43.7%) or low (07.5%), suggesting that some online faculty may
also struggle with the technical challenges of facilitating online collaboration activities.
Technical challenges can cause collaboration in online courses to fail due to the lack of
knowledge and computer readiness on the part of the student and instructor.
Conclusion
Collaboration is a well-established instructional method used in face-to-face and online
higher education courses. Tools commonly used for collaboration include email, discussion
boards, wikis, blogs, and social networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter, and instant
messaging. Various ways in which collaboration in online courses can benefit students include
gaining deeper understanding of content; development of critical thinking skills; increased
overall achievement; building a sense of community; improved retention; and enhanced career
readiness. Collaboration in online courses can be inhibited by insufficient communication, poor
organization, poor connection with learning objectives, low participation, time constraints, and
insufficient computer skills of students and/or online faculty members. The purpose of this study
will be to examine community college student experiences with and perceptions of collaboration
in online courses.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This chapter presents the methodology implemented for this research study, including the
research questions, research design, participants, research site, instrumentation, procedures, data
collection, data analysis, limitations, and subjectivities. Each item will be described in the
subsequent sections.
Research Questions
The following four research questions served as the focus of this study:
1. What do community college students report as their experiences with collaboration in
online courses regarding types and frequency of collaboration tools used?
2. What is the level of community college student agreement with how collaboration in
online courses is helpful?
3. What is the level of community college student agreement with what inhibits
collaboration in online courses?
4. What are community college student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses?
Research Design
This study used quantitative survey research to achieve descriptive findings, as this
research observed a situation without actually changing or manipulating the environment in order
to describe characteristics (Nassaji, 2015). Additionally, according to Fowler (2008), “survey
research provides a quantitative description of trends, attitudes, or opinions of a population by
studying a sample of that population… with the intent of generalizing from a sample to a
population” (p. 110). Creswell (2014) describes the quantitative research design as that which
uses numerical data to examine relationships through statistical analysis of data. The research
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design for this study used responses from a researcher-developed survey instrument to address
associated research questions. The decision to use a researcher-developed survey was made after
review of validated surveys regarding different aspects of online learning (Arbaugh et al., 2008;
Herbert, 2006; UCI, 2009) to better ensure self-reported online student data addressed the
research questions.
Population and Participants
The population for this study included 531 community college (freshman and sophomore
level) students who completed at least one online course at the undergraduate level during fall
semester of 2015. All were fully admitted to the college and most students received some form
of financial assistance when taking one or more fall 2015 online classes. Most (75%) of the
students in the population were females, with 25% being males. There were slightly more (58%)
traditional students (individuals 24 years of age or younger) as compared to non-traditional
(42%) students (25 years of age or older). With regard to race, most of the student population
identified as “white” (76%) and the largest minority group identified as “black” (18%). Other
races comprise approximately 5% of the population, with 3% identifying as “Hispanic or
Latino.” The participants for this research included 73 community college freshman and
sophomore level students who were at least 18 years old or older. All participants had completed
at least one online course at the undergraduate level during the fall semester of 2015.
Demographic information was not collected for survey participants, as it was not a component of
the research.
Site of Research
The research site was a small, public, and rural community college in the Southeastern
United States. The college is comprised of one primary (main) campus and two satellite centers
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serving a broad area in the rural MidSouth. The community college encourages collaborative
learning through providing opportunities for faculty to engage in training through federal
programs such as a Title 3 Grant that provides faculty with opportunities to receive specialized
preparation in innovative teaching techniques and strategies. The Title 3 Grant provided five
years of specialized funding to help the college improve teaching, learning, and advising
initiatives. Additionally, the Instructional Development Center at the college provides resources
and training to faculty, students and staff that, in addition to other initiatives, supports the efforts
to engage students in online courses, both with each other and with the instructor.
Two full-time instructional designers are employed by the college and travel to all three
locations throughout the academic year to provide training for faculty, staff and students to
enhance teaching and learning through the online learning management system (Desire to Learn
or D2L). Technical support is available to faculty, staff and students via a “help desk” that
centers on technical questions for both online and face-to-face students. All faculty members
have up-to-date personal computer equipment in a modern office setting. Distance education
students may use open computer labs located in the library/learning resource center of each
campus or center.
The campuses/centers are located in a very rural area of the MidSouth and are physically
situated as follows: campus 1 to campus 2: 37 mile distance, campus 2 to campus 3: 59 mile
distance, campus 3 to campus 1: 27 mile distance and in a triangular formation. The college
offers students opportunities to participate in courses via day, evening, hybrid, asynchronous
online courses and Saturday courses in four semesters: fall, spring, May and summer. The
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC) accredit
the college, in addition to several individual program and career specific accreditations (where
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applicable). The college offers several programs of instruction and awards the Associate of
Science degree, the Associate of Arts degree, the Associate of Fine Arts degree, the Associate of
Science in Teaching degree, the Associate of Applied Science degree and several certificates.
The college offers courses using an online method of delivery in each of the five associate
degrees and certificates.
Instrument
This research used one researcher developed 24-item survey instrument, the Student
Survey of Collaboration in Online Courses, comprised of 19 Likert-type items and 5 items
requiring open-ended responses (Table 1). The choice to use a researcher-developed survey was
made after review of validated instruments (Arbaugh et al., 2008; Herbert, 2006; UCI, 2009),
which did not yield a survey that fully addressed the research questions. Content validity was
addressed by developing survey items based on research associated with collaborative learning in
online courses, as seen in the literature review. Cronbach’s alpha was conducted to examine
internal consistency or reliability as associated with the research questions. Reliability statistics
are reported with items descriptions below.
All Student Survey of Collaboration in Online Courses items were directly aligned to one
of the four research questions. Responses to Items 1 - 5 yielded information to address Research
Question 1 regarding the types of collaboration tools used in online courses and how frequently
(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Occasionally, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Extensively) the tools were used.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for internal consistency reliability for items 1 – 5 was α = .706,
which is considered as “acceptable” reliability (George & Mallery, 2003).
Items 6 – 12 solicited student responses aligned to Research Question 2 regarding their
level of agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly
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Agree) with benefits associated with collaboration in online courses. Cronbach’s alpha for these
seven items is considered as “excellent” (α = .954) (George & Mallery, 2003).
The final set of Likert scale items (13-19) were aligned to Research Question 3, which
asked for student level of agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 =
Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree) with factors shown to inhibit collaboration in online courses. Once
again, the Cronbach’s alpha for the seven items was considered as “excellent” (α = .923) (George
& Mallery, 2003).
The survey concluded with five open-ended items to address Research Question 4
regarding student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses. The open-ended items
requested student comments regarding the best thing and the worst thing about working with
others in online courses. Students were asked to respond “Yes” or “No” to the question: Would
you like more opportunities to work with others in online courses?” and asked to explain their
answer. Next, students were asked, “What would you change about collaborative activities in
online courses?” The final open-ended item asked students to “Please add any additional
comments you would like to share regarding collaborative activities in your online courses.”
The survey instrument was composed in the survey management system SurveyMonkey, which
generated an active link to the instrument.
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Table 1
Student Survey of Collaboration in Online Courses
Please use the scales below to respond to each item.
In your online courses, how often did your instructor
require you to:
1. Use email to participate in small group activities.
2.

Use Wikis to share content and products.

3.

Use blogs for reflection and review of learning.

4.

Contribute to discussion boards.

5.

Use social networking tools such as Facebook,
Twitter, and Instant Messaging (IM) to work or
share with others.

Never
(1)

Rarely
(2)

Occasionally
(3)

Frequently
(4)

Extensively
(5)

Please select the response that indicates your level of agreement with the following items:
Collaborating with others in my online courses helps me to:
6. Gain a deeper understanding of course content
7.

Develop critical thinking skills.

8.

Increase my overall achievement

9.

Feel a sense of community.

Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Neutral
(3)

Agree
(4)

Strongly
Agree
(5)

10. Complete the online course.
11. Feel like I can complete my degree.
12. Builds social skills needed for a successful career.
Collaborating with others in my online courses is inhibited
by:
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Neutral
(3)

Agree
(4)

Strongly
Agree
(5)

Insufficient Communication.
Poorly organized collaborative activities.
Poor connection of activity with course objectives.
Low participation of other students.
Not enough time to complete collaboration activities.
Insufficient computer skills of students.
Insufficient computer skills of instructor.

Please use the space provided to write your responses to the following items.
20. What is the best thing about working with others in your online courses?
21. What is the worst thing about working with others in your online courses?
22. Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others in your online courses?
___Yes ___No Please explain your answer:
23. What things would you change about collaborative activities in your online courses?
24. Please add any additional comments you would like to share regarding collaborative activities in your
online courses.
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Procedures
This study involved two primary procedures, recruitment of student participants and
administration of the student survey. Both are described below.
Participant Recruitment
Upon gaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (Appendix A), the researcher
emailed a study invitation (Appendix B) to all community college students who were enrolled in
at least one for-credit online course fall 2015. The invitation included a brief description of the
study and an active link to the Student Survey of Collaboration in Online Courses. Students were
given the opportunity to anonymously complete the survey within a defined timeframe of one
week. The researcher also emailed faculty advisors to encourage their students to participate in
the survey (Appendix C). Faculty advisors were informed that the college president approved the
study (Appendix D). Students participated in the research on a completely voluntary basis. The
survey included a “last date for participation” to inform survey participants when the survey
would no longer be available for participation.
Survey Administration
Students who agreed to participate in the study gained access to the Student Survey of
Collaboration in Online Courses and consent form via the active link in the email invitation.
Students first gave their approval on the “Consent to Participate in a Research Study” form
(Appendix E) before proceeding to the online survey. The survey began with an introduction
and instructions for survey completion. At the conclusion of the survey, participants were
presented with a “Thank you for completing this survey” statement and asked to press the
“Submit” icon to submit their responses.

38

Data Collection
Data were collected through student completion of the Student Survey of Collaboration in
Online Courses. Student reported data were extracted from the survey instrument design system
SurveyMonkey. Specifically, quantitative survey data were exported from SurveyMonkey into
Microsoft Excel and SPSS for data analysis. Responses to open ended items were downloaded
from SurveyMonkey and imported into Excel for analysis of trends. All data remained
confidential and stored on a secure and private computer system. The next section will discuss
how data were analyzed.
Data Analysis
This study used quantitative analysis to report descriptive results. Specifically, for items 1
- 19 that use Likert-type scales, SPSS was used to calculate frequencies and percentages of
responses for each Likert scale level per item. Additionally, SPSS was used to calculate mean
scores and standard deviations by item and groups of items as associated with research questions
1, 2, and 3 (see Table 2). For example, for Question 1, mean scores and standard deviations
were calculated for each of the five items, and an overall mean score and standard deviation were
calculated for Items 1 – 5. Excel was used to organize and analyze open-ended student
responses to items 20 through 24 with a descriptive process. Open response items were
systematically reviewed to identify similarities in student responses and to form general
impressions. Open coding techniques were used to condense the information and categorize
similar concepts and meanings (Malterud, 2012). Information from open response items were
categorized and displayed in a table for support of the descriptive data related to the quantitative
items in the survey.
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Table 2
Research Question by Data Source
Research Questions

Data Source: Items from Student Survey of Collaboration in
Online Courses

Research Question 1
What do community college
students report as their
experiences with
collaboration in online
courses regarding types and
frequency of collaboration
tools used?

Types of Collaboration Tools Used and
Frequency of Collaboration Tools Used

Research Question 2
What is the level of
community college student
agreement with how
collaboration in online
courses is helpful?

Agree with benefits of collaboration in online courses

In your online courses, how often did your instructor require you to:
Scale: Never, Rarely, Occasionally, Frequently, Extensively
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Please select the response that indicates your level of agreement with
the following items:
Collaborating with others in my online courses helps me to:
Scale: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Research Question 3
What is the level of
community college student
agreement with what inhibits
collaboration in online
courses?

Use email to participate in small group activities.
Use Wikis to share content and products.
Use blogs for reflection and review of learning.
Contribute to discussion boards.
Use social networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter, and
Instant Messaging (IM) to work or share with others.

Gain a deeper understanding of course content
Develop critical thinking skills.
Increase my overall achievement.
Feel a sense of community.
Complete the online course.
Feel like I can complete my degree.
Builds social skills needed for a successful career.

Agree with barriers of collaboration in online courses
Collaborating with others in my online courses is inhibited by:
Scale: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Insufficient Communication.
Poorly organized collaborative activities.
Poor connection of activity with course objectives.
Low participation of other students.
Not enough time to complete collaboration activities.
Insufficient computer skills of students.
Insufficient computer skills of instructor

(table continues)
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Table 2 (Continued)
Research Questions

Data Source: Items from Student Survey of Collaboration in
Online Courses

Research Question 4

Student Perceptions of collaboration activities:

What are community college
student attitudes toward
collaboration in online
courses?

Please use the space provided to write your responses to the following
items:
20.
21.
22.

23.
24.

What is the best thing about working with others in your online
courses?
What is the worst thing about working with others in your
online courses?
Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others
in your online courses?
___Yes ___No Please explain your answer:
What things would you change about collaborative activities in
your online courses?
Please add any additional comments you would like to share
regarding collaborative activities in your online courses.

Limitations
The research context is a key limitation of this study in that it was conducted at one
community college with a small sample size, thus inhibiting the generalizability of the findings
to other, perhaps large and urban, community colleges. Additionally, the open-coded items
provided limited in-depth feedback that did not allow for follow-up with survey participants.
Furthermore, the survey instrument was researcher-developed to serve the specific purposes of
providing information to this study.
Biases and Subjectivities
The primary researcher was in a key administrative role at the community college where
the study was conducted, thus any biases or subjectivities will be strongly taken into
consideration for purposeful prevention. The researcher held to the highest standards as required
for a study approved by the university Institutional Review Board.
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Chapter 4
Results
This research was conducted to examine community college student experiences with and
attitudes toward collaboration in online courses. This chapter presents the study results as
associated with the four research questions: 1) What do community college students report as
their experiences with collaboration in online courses regarding types and frequency of
collaboration tools used? 2) What is the level of community college student agreement with how
collaboration in online courses is helpful? 3) What is the level of community college student
agreement with what inhibits collaboration in online courses? and, 4) What are community
college student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses?
Research Question 1
What do community college students report as their experiences with collaboration in
online courses regarding types and frequency of collaboration tools used?
Survey items 1 through 5 were associated with Question 1, which asked participants to
indicate the frequency with which their online instructor required them to use five digital tools
commonly associated with online collaboration. Participants were provided the following scale
to record their responses: Never = 1, Rarely = 2, Occasionally = 3, Frequently = 4, and
Extensively = 5. As seen in Table 3, participant-reported use of the online collaboration tools
revealed a 2.71 difference in mean scores between the most frequently used (m = 4.23) and least
frequently used (m = 1.52) digital tools. Specifically, the majority of the participants (82.1%, 60
of 73), reported that they “Frequently” (32.8%) or “Extensively” (49.3%) were required to
“contribute to discussion boards” in their online course(s). Only four participants reported they
had “Never” (n = 2) or “Rarely” (n = 2) been required to use discussion boards in their online
course(s).
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In sharp contrast, were the participant reports of online instructors requiring them to “Use
social networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instant Messaging (IM) to work or share
with others,” which yielded a 1.52 mean score. Nearly 85% (84.8%), or 62 of the 73
participating students reported that their online instructor “Never” (n = 52) or “Rarely” (n = 10)
required them to use social networking tools in their online courses. Very similar results are
seen regarding online instructors requiring students to “Use Wikis to share content and
products.” For this item, 57 of the 73 participants (78.0%) reported they were “Never” (n = 45)
or “Rarely” (n = 12) required by their instructor to use Wikis in their online courses.
Reported use of the last two digital tools showed a less consistent pattern, as reflected in
more neutral mean scores for email (m = 2.74) and blogs (m = 2.38). The results reveal an equal
distribution of 17 (23.2%) participants who reported their online instructor required them to “Use
email to participate in small group activities,” as “Never” (n = 17), “Rarely” (n = 17), and
“Occasionally” (n = 17). Nearly one-third (30.0%) indicated they were required to use email
“Frequently” (16.4%) or “Extensively” (13.6%), however this is still 16.4 percentage points
lower than reported by participants who never or rarely use email for collaboration. Slightly
over one-half (52.0%) of the participants responded they were “Never” (n = 31) or “Rarely” (n =
7) required to “Use blogs for reflection and review of learning.” However, the remaining
students were nearly equally divided, with approximately one-fourth (24.7%) reporting
“Occasionally” and 23.3% reporting “Frequently” (13.8%) or “Extensively” (9.5%).
The results suggest that the online instructors of the participants most frequently required
students to collaborate by contributing to discussion boards. The data also indicate that
approximately half of the instructors “occasionally” to “extensively” required students to use
email, and to a lesser extent blogs. When examining student participant reports of instructors
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requiring them to use Wikis or social media to collaborate in online courses, the majority of the
73 participants indicated they were never or rarely required to use these digital tools.
Table 3
Survey Item Responses for Research Question 1: What do community college students report as
their experiences with collaboration in online courses regarding types and frequency of
collaboration tools used?
Survey Items*

Never
1

Rarely
2

Occasionally
3

Frequently
4

Extensively
5

In your online courses, how
often did your instructor
require you to:

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

Contribute to discussion
boards.

02 (02.7%)

02 (02.7%)

09 (12.3%)

24 (32.8%)

Use email to participate in
small group activities.

17 (23.2%)

17 (23.2%)

17 (23.2%)

Use blogs for reflection and
review of learning.

31 (42.5%)

07 (09.5%)

Use Wikis to share content
and products.

45 (61.6%)

Use social networking tools
such as Facebook, Twitter,
and Instant Messaging (IM)
to work or share with others.

52 (71.2%)

sd

m

36 (49.3%)

0.96

4.23

12 (16.4%)

10 (13.6%)

1.34

2.74

18 (24.7%)

10 (13.8%)

07 (09.5%)

1.39

2.38

12 (16.4%)

11 (15.0%)

03 (04.1%)

02 (02.7%)

1.04

1.70

10 (13.6%)

07 (09.5%)

02 (02.7%)

02 (02.7%)

0.97

1.52

Note. *Sorted highest to lowest m

Research Question 2
What is the level of community college student agreement with how collaboration in
online courses is helpful?
Survey items 6 through 12 were associated with Question 2, which asked participants to
indicate their level of agreement with six research-based statements regarding how collaboration
in online courses is helpful. Participants were provided with the following scale to record their
responses: Strongly Disagree = 1, Disagree = 2, Neutral = 3, Agree = 4, and Strongly agree = 5.
As seen in Table 4, participant-reported agreement with how collaboration in online courses is
helpful revealed a fairly consistent pattern in responses, as there was only a 0.31 mean score
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difference between the item participants agreed with the most (m = 3.59) and the item for which
there was the lowest level of participant agreement (m = 3.28). Interestingly, results from the
item with the highest mean score regarding collaboration in online courses helping to “increase
my overall achievement,” had 5.5 percent fewer participants who agreed or strongly agreed as
compared to participant responses that collaboration in online courses helps to “build social
skills needed for a successful career.”
Little variation was seen in participant responses regarding collaboration in online
courses helping to “Feel a sense of community” (m = 3.52), “Develop critical thinking skills” (m
= 3.52), “Gain a deeper understanding of course content” (m = 3.48), and “Complete the online
course” (m = 3.48), with the majority of participant responses ranging between “Neutral” and
“Agree.” The lowest level of participant agreement (m = 3.28) was reported for collaboration in
online courses “…helps me feel like I can complete my degree.” While this survey item yielded
the lowest mean score, 46.6% of students reported that they “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” with
the statement.
The results from survey items associated with Question 2 suggest that community college
students have the highest level of agreement that collaboration in their online courses helps to
increase overall achievement and build social skills needed for a successful career. Furthermore,
survey results indicate that the participants reported moderate agreement that collaboration in
their online courses helps them feel a sense of community, develop critical thinking skills, gain a
deeper understanding of course content, and complete the online course, however slightly less
agreement that collaboration helps them feel like they can complete their degree.
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Table 4
Survey Item Responses for Research Question 2: What is the level of community college student
agreement with how collaboration in online courses is helpful?

Survey Items*

Strongly
Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Neutral
3

Agree
4

Strongly
Agree
5

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

05 (06.8%)

07 (09.5%)

19 (26.0%)

24 (32.8%)

09 (12.3%)

04 (05.4%)

14 (19.1%)

07 (09.5%)

06 (08.2%)

06 (08.2%)

sd

m

18 (24.6%)

1.16

3.59

29 (39.7%)

17 (23.2
%)

1.25

3.54

18 (24.6%)

24 (32.8%)

18 (24.6%)

1.21

3.53

06 (08.2%)

20 (27.4%)

26 (35.6%)

15 (20.5%)

1.15

3.52

09 (12.3%)

06 (08.2%)

16 (21.9 %)

25 (34.2%)

17 (23.2%)

1.27

3.48

Gain a deeper understanding
of course content.

06 (08.2%)

05 (06.8%)

26 (35.6%)

20 (27.4%)

16 (21.9%)

1.15

3.48

Feel like I can complete my
degree.

09 (12.3%)

07 (09.5%)

23 (31.5%)

21 (28.7%)

13 (17.8%)

1.22

3.28

Collaborating with others in
my online courses helps me to:
Increase my overall
achievement.
Build social skills needed for
a successful career.
Feel a sense of community.
Develop critical thinking
skills.
Complete the online course.

Note. *Sorted highest to lowest m

Research Question 3
What is the level of community college student agreement with what inhibits
collaboration in online courses?
Question 3 was addressed with responses from Survey items 13 through 19, which asked
participants to indicate their level of agreement with seven research-based statements regarding
what may inhibit collaboration in online courses. Participants were provided with the following
scale to record their responses: Strongly Disagree = 1, Disagree = 2, Neutral = 3, Agree = 4, and
Strongly Agree = 5. As seen in Table 5, results for the seven items revealed a similar pattern of
response in that there was only a 0.70 difference between the highest (m = 2.95) and lowest (m =
2.25) item mean scores. Thus the results reflect low to neutral levels of agreement regarding
what may inhibit collaboration in online courses. For example, only one-third of the participants
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agreed or strongly agreed that online courses were inhibited by “Insufficient communication”
(32.9%) or “Low participation of other students” (32.8%). Agreement levels dropped to only
approximately one-fifth of the participants who agreed or strongly agreed that online courses
were inhibited by “Poorly organized collaborative activities” (21.9%) and “Poor connection of
activity with course objectives” (20.5%).
Responses to the last three items resulted in more than 50% of the participants who
disagreed or strongly disagreed that online collaboration was inhibited by “Insufficient computer
skills of students” (Strongly Disagree = 17.8%; Disagree = 32.9%), “Not enough time to
complete collaborative activities” (Strongly Disagree = 21.9%; Disagree = 28.8%), or
“Insufficient computer skills of instructor” (Strongly Disagree = 28.8%; Disagree = 35.6%).
The findings reveal most of the participants disagreed or were neutral regarding the
research-based factors that may inhibit collaboration in online courses. “Insufficient
communication” and “Low participation of other students” received the highest level of
agreement, while “Insufficient computer skills of instructor” was the item with the lowest level
of agreement.
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Table 5
Survey Item Responses for Research Question 3: What is the level of community college student
agreement with what inhibits collaboration in online courses?
Strongly
Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Neutral
3

Agree
4

Strongly
Agree
5

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

Insufficient communication.

11 (15.1%)

19 (26.0%)

19 (26.0%)

11 (15.1%)

Low participation of other
students.

12 (16.4%)

21 (28.8%)

16 (21.9%)

Poorly organized collaborative
activities.

13 (17.8%)

20 (27.4%)

Poor connection of activity
with course objectives.

15 (20.5%)

Insufficient computer skills of
students.

Survey Items*

sd

m

13 (17.8%)

1.31

2.95

15 (20.5%)

09 (12.3%)

1.27

2.84

24 (32.8%)

07 (09.6%)

09 (12.3%)

1.21

2.74

19 (26.0%)

24 (32.9%)

09 (12.3%)

06 (08.2%)

1.17

2.64

13 (17.8%)

24 (32.9%)

24 (32.9%)

07 (09.6%)

05 (06.8%)

1.08

2.59

Not enough time to complete
collaborative activities.

16 (21.9%)

21 (28.8%)

21 (28.8%)

09 (12.3%)

06 (08.2%)

1.19

2.58

Insufficient computer skills of
instructor.

21 (28.8%)

26 (35.6%)

18 (24.7%)

04 (05.5%)

04 (05.5%)

1.09

2.25

Collaborating with others in my
online courses is inhibited by:

Note. *Sorted highest to lowest m

Research Question 4
What are community college student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses?
In order to examine community college student attitudes toward collaboration in online
courses, participants were asked to respond to five open-ended questions regarding the best and
worst thing about working with others in online courses, if they would like more opportunities to
work with others in online courses, and why, and what they would change about collaborative
activities in online courses. The final open-ended item provided participants an opportunity to
add any additional comments regarding collaborative activities in online courses. Participant
responses to the five items are discussed and presented in tables in the following sections and a
complete record of participant responses with associated categorizations is found in Appendices
F through J.
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Best thing about working with others in online courses. Over 86% of the participants,
or 63 of the 73 responded when asked “What is the best thing about working with others in your
online course?” Of those, 53 (72.6) wrote a response that could be categorized into one
category, while responses from 10 (13.6%) participants included two different categories, which
resulted in a total of 73 unique responses comments (see Table 6).
There was a clear pattern among participant responses regarding what was considered as
the two “best things about working with others in online courses.” The first was that working
with others helped participants to gain a better understanding of the course content, which was
noted by 25 participants, and represented over one-third (34.3%) of all the responses. This
category is reflected in the following responses:
•

You get a sense of understanding from others, due to the fact that you and other
classmates are doing the same work.

•

You get the opportunity to view others opinions and how they understand the subject.

•

We can gain new perspectives of problems we face via the discussion boards.

•

The ability to know how others are perceiving information.

The second “best thing” represented by 30.1% of the responses was working together in
online courses created a sense of community among students in the course, as seen in the
following example responses:
•

I like being able to communicate with others, and [the] majority of the time if I am
having a problem with something others are too.

•

It gives the sense of being part of a classroom even though we aren't physically
meeting. It is useful if you have problems or questions.

•

You have someone to discuss with and you get to know your classmates.
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•

Knowing that they are working on the same work you are and being able to email
them if you do not understand something.

Less common responses, included that working together increased overall achievement,
noted by 5 students (06.9%), while in contrast another 5 students reported there was no benefit.
For example, one student stated, “Honestly I hate the fact that there are even online classes. The
D2L has let me down many times and is very disappointing” (miscellaneous responses).
Another student provided a similar comment, “Nothing, that is why I am taking online courses to
work at my own pace without the ‘drama’ of the classroom.”
Four students (05.5%) reported that they did not work with others in their online course,
as seen in these responses: “There is not much I can give on the subject since my current courses
do ask of interaction activities with others,” and “I didn't get the chance to work with others in
my online class.”
Five of the responses (06.9%) regarding best thing about working with each other were
classified as “miscellaneous” due to the content not aligning with other categories. These
responses are below:
•

The controls are easy to understand.

•

Not really thought about it.

•

I can work on course material around my schedule.

•

I do not have to participate in unnecessary discussion boards.

•

We do not necessarily have to meet in person.

Finally, two students added comments to the “best thing” regarding their preference to
work alone, “I guess it would be not having to do the whole project by yourself, although I
would rather do it by myself,” and “I don't care to work with others but it is nice reading other
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people's view points on things.” While one student’s only response was, “I don't work with
others.”
In summary, nearly two-thirds of the responses indicated the “best things” about working
together in online courses were gaining a better understanding of course content and feeling a
sense of community. A small percentage of the students (6.9%) responded that there were no
“best things” about working together in an online course, while 05.5% indicated their online
instructors did not include opportunities for them to work together.
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Table 6
Open-Ended Response Summary: What is the best thing about working with others in your online
course?
Response Category

Number of Responses

Percent of Total Responses*

Gain understanding of course content

25

34.3%

Feel a sense of community

22

30.1%

Increase overall achievement

05

06.9%

Miscellaneous responses

05

06.9%

No benefits

05

06.9%

Develop Critical Thinking

04

05.5%

Did not work with others

04

05.5%

Preferred to work alone

03

04.1%

Total Responses**

73

Sample Responses:
•

It makes me feel better knowing others are understanding or struggling on the same things I am. It
makes me feel better about myself in the course.

•

It gives the sense of being part of a classroom even though we aren't physically meeting. It is useful if
you have problems or questions.

•

We can communicate about problems we are having with assignments, problems with technology,
and just get to know each other as we would in a traditional class.

•

The best thing about working with others in an online course was getting the different views and
opinions of other students. The students I worked with were very encouraging when we did
discussions online.

•

We do not necessarily have to meet in person.

•

You get different age range perspectives on subjects.

•

I guess it would be not having to do the whole project by yourself, although I would rather do it by
myself.

•

I did not work with students a lot in my online course. We had to answer discussion questions with
each chapter.

•

I didn't get the chance to work with others in my online class.

•

Nothing, that is why I am taking online courses to work at my own pace without the "drama" of the
classroom.

•

I don't like online classes. I take them because I have no other choice.

•

Honestly i hate the fact that there are even online classes. The D2l has let me down many times and
is very disappointing

Note. * Sorted highest to lowest percentage; **Total by number of responses per participant: Single response/category = 53; two
categories = 10; No responses = 10
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Worst thing about working with others in online courses. Nearly 80% (78.1%) of the
participants, or 57 of the 73 provided a written response when asked “What is the worst thing
about working with others in your online course?” Of those 46 (80.7%) wrote a response that
could be grouped into one category, while responses from 11 (19.2%) participants represented
two different categories, which resulted in a total of 68 responses that represent eight categories
(see Table 7). A complete list of participant responses with associated categories is found in
Appendix G and a discussion of key findings is below.
The category most frequently reported as “the worst thing about working with others,”
was low participation of other students in online classes, as noted by 19 participants, which
represented almost one-third (27.9%) of the responses. This category is reflected by the
following responses:
•

One person ends up doing most of the work and then suffering for the others lack
of effort.

•

Waiting for other students to participate in the activities that require me to
comment on their posts is slightly inconvenient.

•

Some students don’t really care how they answer or respond to others.

•

The worst thing is when other students do not communicate back. It is annoying
and irritating when you email classmates and NONE of them respond.

•

Procrastination happens quite often.

The second “worst thing” represented by 12 or 17.6% of the responses was actually that
there wasn’t anything wrong with working with others in online courses. Six of the 12 simply
recorded, “Nothing” “None,” or “Nothing really” as their response. Other examples include: “I
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do not really have a complaint” and “I enjoy working with others. They build you up and I see no
negativity with that.”
The third item that students reported as a “worst thing” about working collaboratively in
online courses was “insufficient communication,” as indicated by 10 survey participants, which
represents 14.7% of the overall responses. Examples of survey feedback regarding “insufficient
communication” include:
•

Sometimes it is hard to really communicate with the others the way you could in
person.

•

It is sometimes hard to interpret tone or instructions via text only.

•

Sometimes messages can be interpreted in the wrong way just because it’s online.

Next were two items both noted by eight participants as a “worst thing” about
collaboration in online courses. First, as seen in Table 7, was “poorly organized collaborative
activities.” Samples of this concern from narrative feedback include: “Finding a time that
everyone can work on the assignment,” and “Well, in this semester, there is no discussion boards
open!!! So, we haven't been able to communicate. Correction--there is one open from the
beginning with a specific topic that nobody checks anymore.” Eight participants (11.8%) also
noted “lack of community,” with one survey participant writing: “there is not anything really
bad, unless you live too far to get together to work face-to-face.” Another reported, “Discussions
do not make me feel connected with other students.”
Four participants reported the worst thing about collaboration in online courses was
“working with others” as seen in their responses: “I don’t like people that much,” “I don’t work
with others,” “I would rather work alone,” and “I enjoy working alone for the most part.” Two
participants indicated that the “worst things” about collaboration in online courses is the poor
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connection of activity with course objectives. For example, a survey participant stated: “The
course feels impersonal and all other students are discouraged in communicating with one
another due to the lack of connection to the materials.” While, two students indicated that they
did not work with others in their online courses.
Finally, 4.4% of the survey responses were grouped into a “miscellaneous” category, as
they did not clearly align with other responses. The three miscellaneous responses include:
“attitude and timing,” “The grading for these projects is not fair,” and “Honestly i hate the fact
that there are even online classes. The D2l has let me down many times and is very
disappointing,” which was the same response recorded by this participant for the “best thing”
about collaboration in online courses.
The key concerns or “worst things” regarding collaboration in online courses, as reported
by participants, were “low participation of other students,” “insufficient communication,”
“poorly organized collaborative activities” and “lack of community.” However, nearly 20% of
the responses indicated there were no “worst things” regarding collaboration in online classes.
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Table 7
Open-Ended Response Summary: What is the worst thing about working with others in your
online courses?
Response Category

Number of Responses

Percent of Total Responses*

Low participation of other students

19

27.9%

No worst thing

12

17.6%

Insufficient Communication

10

14.7%

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

08

11.8%

Lack of community

08

11.8%

Working with others

04

05.8%

Miscellaneous responses

03

04.4%

Did not work with others

02

02.9%

Poor connection of activity with
course objectives

02

02.9%

Total Responses**

68

Sample Responses:
• Everyone will not do their part.
•

The worst thing is when other students do not communicate back. It is annoying and irritating when
you email classmates and NONE of them respond.

•

Procrastination happens quite often.

•

I really have nothing bad to say about others in the online courses I am taking.

•

Everything was fine.

•

It is sometimes hard to interpret tone or instructions via text only.

•

Sometimes messages can be interpreted in the wrong way just because it’s online.

•

You don’t get to see them face-to-face.

•

There is not anything that is really bad, unless you live too far to get together to work face to face.

Note. * Sorted highest to lowest percentage; **Total by number of responses per participant: Single response/category = 46; two
categories = 11; No responses = 16
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Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others? When participants
were asked, “Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others in your online
courses?” over half (54.7%), or 40 of the 73 participants, responded with “No,” while 32 (43.8%)
responded with “Yes” (see Table 8). Only one survey participant did not respond to this
question. The response rate for this item was 98.6% or 72 out of 73.
Table 8
Survey Item and Open-Ended Response Summary: Would you like to have more opportunities to
work with others in your online courses? Please explain your answer.
Survey Items

Would you like to have more opportunities to work with
others in your online courses?

Yes

No

No Response

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

32 (43.8%)

40 (54.7%)

1 (01.3%)

Of the 72 who responded, 53 participants (73.6%) provided a written explanation to their
“yes” or “no” selection. These data were analyzed and categorized based on participant response.
A complete list of participant responses with associated categories may be found in Appendix H.
Details of participant explanations for the response of “No” are discussed prior to participant
explanations for a “Yes” response.
Explanations for “No” responses. As can be seen in Table 9, of the 40 who responded
“No,” 30 (75.0%) wrote an explanation that could be categorized into one category, 5 (12.5%)
provided an explanation that fell into two categories, while 5 (12.5%) did not provide an
explanation. Therefore, there were a total of 40 written explanations associated with the selection
of “No” to the initial question, which resulted in eight categories of responses (see Table 9).
The most frequently reported explanation, representing 17 (42.5%) of the “No” responses
to the question, “Would you like to have more opportunity to work with others?” was “I prefer
working alone.” The following responses reflect the category:
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•

The best part about an online course is that you don’t have to work with others.
You can get the work done at your own pace.

•

I like working by myself in online classes.

•

I’d rather my grades depend upon my own effort in the class.

The second most frequently reported written explanation associated with the selection of
“No” to the survey item was “not necessary” with 6 responses (15.0%). Participant comments
indicated that they thought collaboration or working with others in online courses was not
necessary. Sample responses include: “I don’t feel it’s necessary,” and “I did not need to work
with others to complete this course.”
The category of “flexibility” represented 12.5% of the participant feedback and was the
third most common response associated with “No” response to the survey item. Students
indicated that they appreciate the flexibility taking an online course affords them, especially with
regard to their schedules. Sample responses include:
•

It’s hard to work with others, when your work and personal times are different.

•

It would be ok sometimes, but im really busy and have several obligations, so I
would not always be able to meet.

Four responses received a classification of “miscellaneous” representing 10.0% of the
total responses associated with “No.” An example of a miscellaneous response is “I don’t like
people that much” and “It would really depend on the type of class taken.” Three students, or
07.5%, reported that they did not want more opportunities to work with others in their online
courses because it is too difficult, as indicated on the table below as “miscellaneous – difficult.”
Additionally, three students, or 07.5%, reported they did not want more opportunity to work with
others because other students do not complete their tasks or “low participation of other students.”
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Finally, the two least common responses, each reported by one participant, were “poorly
organized collaborative activities” and “prefer face-to-face interaction” when working
collaboratively on academic projects.
Table 9
Open-Ended Response Summary: Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others
in your online courses? Please explain your answer [of “No”].
Number of
Explanations

Percent of Total Explanations*

Prefer working alone

17

42.5%

Not Necessary

06

15.0%

Flexibility

05

12.5%

Miscellaneous

04

10.0%

Low participation of other students

03

07.5%

Difficult

03

07.5%

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

01

02.5%

Prefer face-to-face interaction

01

02.5%

Total Responses**

40

Explanations for “No” Category

Sample Explanations:
•

I am a loner and prefer to work by myself

•

It is too hard to get everyone on the same page

•

The logistics of gathering people online is too difficult to organize

•

I do not like to work with others and feel that working individually is the point of an online class
because it is meant to work around your schedule and no one else’s

•

I just like to work alone. I don’t like having to worry about other people.

•

I’d rather my grades depend upon my own effort in the class

Note. * Sorted highest to lowest percentage; **Total by number of explanations: Single category = 30; two categories = 05; No
explanation = 05

Explanations for “Yes” responses. Table 10 below summarizes the written feedback
associated with the “Yes” response to the survey item, “Would you like to have more
opportunity to work with others in your online course?” Of the 32 participants with “Yes”
responses, 18 provided an explanation. Of the 18 responses, 15 (83.3%) could be grouped into
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one category while three (16.6%) responses could be categorized into two categories, resulting in
21 total responses. A complete list of survey responses to the “Yes” selection and associated
categorization may be found in Appendix H.
The most common written responses associated with “Yes” to the questions “Would you
like more opportunity to work with others in your online course?” fell into two categories:
“community” and “understanding” both with six (28.6%) responses. Survey participants reported
that working with others in online courses helped to build a general sense of community among
classmates and even the instructor. Sample responses associated with “community” include:
•

Study groups would be great, or just a day to meet and greet with each other. To
put a face with a name.

•

I would like activities involving one or more students.

•

It would be nice to get to know other online students and work with others, if they
are reliable.

Survey participants also reported that working with others in their online courses helped
with a general sense of understanding course material. Sample feedback for the “understanding”
category includes:
•

More opportunities mean more chances to understand the material.

•

It allows others to gain understanding about their assignments.

•

Just to make sure that everyone is on the same page because someone may know
something you don’t that could help you out.

The category “overall achievement” was reported in the written feedback associated with
“Yes” by four (19.0%) survey participants and indicates that students felt that collaboration in
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online courses helped increase overall academic achievement. For example, survey participants
stated:
•

I believe it will help all of us trying to figure out our courses.

•

I think working with others in an online class can improve students’ scores.

The fourth most common category, as indicated by two (09.5%) written responses each,
were “condition – if all participate” and “Did not work with others.” The “condition” responses
reflected participants who wanted more collaboration – but added the condition – if all students
participate. Sample responses include: “I would like to do this more, but I don’t want slackers”
and “It would be nice to get to know other online students and work with others, if they are
reliable.” Additionally, students indicated that they simply did not work with others in their
online courses but would like the opportunity to do so as indicated by the following response:
“We didn’t get the chance to work with others in my online class but I would like to try and see
if it helps in any kind of way.”
Finally, the least common response associated with “Yes” was “exciting” with one
(04.8%) participant response indicating he or she thinks working with others could be exciting:
“I think it would be exciting to work with others on a project.” Fourteen survey participants
stated “yes” that they would like to have more opportunity for collaboration in online courses but
did not provide an explanation.
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Table 10
Open-Ended Response Summary: Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others
in your online courses? Please explain your answer [of “Yes”].
Responses of “Yes” Category

Number of Responses

Percent of Total Responses*

Community

06

28.6%

Understanding

06

28.6%

Overall achievement

04

19.0%

Condition – if all participate

02

09.5%

Did not work with others

02

09.5%

Exciting

01

04.8%

Total Responses**

21

Sample Responses:
• I would like to do this more, but I don’t want slackers
•

There usually on 5 or six people doing on line the more the better so we can help each other
out when needed

•

We didn’t get the chance to work with others in my online class but I would like to try and
see if it helps in any kind of way

•

I think that it would be beneficial to work with others

•

Gives you a different view, because of your classmates opinions

Note. * Sorted highest to lowest percentage; **Total by number of responses: Single response/category = 15; two categories =
03; No explanation = 14

Based on survey responses for the open-ended question, “Would you like to have more
opportunities to work with others in your online courses?” a majority of students selected the
“No” response. The most common reason for their response was that they simply preferred to
work alone. Survey participants who selected “Yes,” with regard to wanting more opportunity to
work with others, most frequently indicated the reason was that working with others provided a
sense of community and greater content understanding in online courses. A strong theme in both
the “yes” and “no” categories was an understanding that if students are required to work with
others in online courses, all students need to participate and pull their weight as stated in the “no”
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category by “low participation of other students” and in the “yes” category by “condition – if all
participate.”
What things would you change about collaborative activities in your online courses?
Of the 73 survey participants, 47 (64.3%) provided a written response to the question “What
things would you change about collaborative activities in your online courses?” Of the 47
responses that could be categorized, 42 (89.3%) provided a response that could be categorized
into a single response and 5 (10.6%) provided a response that could be categorized into two
categories. Therefore, there were 52 total responses that were categorized into one of nine
categories that may be viewed in Table 11 below. Additionally, the complete list of responses
may be viewed in Appendix I.
The feedback most frequently reported from 22 (42.3%) of the survey participants
regarding their thoughts on what they would change about collaborative activities in their online
courses was that they would not change anything. Examples of participant feedback for “no
changes” include: “Nothing, I like the way it is,” “I do not see anything that needs changing” and
“None.” The second most frequently reported response to the question “What would you change
about collaborative activities in your online class?” was “more collaboration” as indicated by 7
participants (13.5%). Sample responses include:
•

Different than reply to someone’s response to a question of the week.

•

Less homework and assignments replaced by actual group activities.

•

People would use the discussion board more often, and not only when it’s
assigned.

The third most categorized response reported to “What would you change about
collaborative activities in your online class?” was “no collaboration” and “miscellaneous,” which
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both received 6 (11.5%) responses respectively. Sample responses for “no collaboration”
include: “I would do away completely with them” and “I would abolish them and make online
courses strictly individualistic.” Additionally, sample responses for “miscellaneous” include:
•

Too hard

•

To be able to speak in Japanese or another language with some

•

Wish we could meet the teachers in person once a week or so; doesn’t have to be
mandatory

•

More people in class and more time to do the work because some of us have jobs.

Three students, representing 05.8% of the participant feedback, reported “More student
control”. Samples for this category include: “I would just let everyone do their own thing” and
“That if they are introduced more, I would hope they were optional and more in our hands rather
than sticking to mandatory schedules.” The remaining four categories are each represented by
two (03.8%) survey participants: “did not work with others,” “require participation,” “grade
individually,” and “unsure.”
The feedback from the open-ended survey item “What things would you change about
collaborative activities in your online courses?” indicates that many students would not change
anything in their online course(s). Other responses represent a desire for more collaboration
activities and to make sure that the collaborative activities are set up in a manner to ensure that
all students participate and that the evaluation system is fair. A summary of responses for this
item is available in Table 11 below.
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Table 11
Open-Ended Response Summary: What things would you change about collaborative activities
in your online courses?
Response Category

Number of Responses

Percent of Total Responses*

No changes

22

42.3%

More collaboration

7

13.5%

No Collaboration

6

11.5%

Miscellaneous

6

11.5%

More student control

3

05.8%

Did not work with others

2

03.8%

Require participation

2

03.8%

Grade individually

2

03.8%

Unsure

2

03.8%

Total Responses**

52

Sample Responses:
•

Require participation

•

More collaborative activities

•

More student control

•

Grade individually

•

No changes

•

Unsure

Note. * Sorted highest to lowest percentage; **Total by number of responses: Single response/category = 42-1; two categories =
5; No responses = 26

Please add any additional comments you would like to share regarding collaborative
activities in your online courses? The response rate for this final open-ended item was 38.3%
representing 28 out of 73 participants. Of the 28 who responded, 26 (92.9%) included feedback
that could be categorized into one category, while two (7.1%) of the responses were categorized
into two categories. As seen in Table 12, this resulted in 30 responses that could be categorized
into one of six categories to the open-ended survey item, “Please add any additional comments
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regarding collaborative activities in your online courses.” The complete list of categorized
responses may be viewed in Appendix J.
The most frequently reported response to the open-ended question was categorized as
“positive comments about collaboration,” represented by feedback from 9 (30.0%) participants.
Examples of positive comments about collaboration include:
•

Fun course, hard class

•

It is all laid out very well

•

I think it is a good thing to have, but I don’t think it should be the focus of a class

The second most frequently reported category of responses was “recommendations to
improve collaboration” as stated by six (20.0%) survey participants. Examples include: “have
students collaborate with each other” and “I wish more classes were offered during the summer.”
Furthermore, “no additional comments” was also reported by six (20.0%) of survey participants.
The final three categories were each reported by three (10.0%) of the participants. These
include: “No collaboration activities,” “Prefer face-to-face interaction,” and “Miscellaneous”
respectively. Three students stated that they did not participate in collaboration activities in their
online course(s), three students also reported that they prefer face-to-face interaction and three
student comments were classified as “Miscellaneous,” for example:
•

If a student is not understanding the work, there should be more tutoring resources
available other than just the instructor helping you. Obviously if the instructor is
not helping the student understand, there needs to be someone else that can assist.
Sometimes it takes a different person to explain something for another to
understand.
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•

I have had so far had 1 collaborative activity online at (Name). I was worried that
I being part of the three would bring their grade down. I don’t want to be the
slacker of any group. It was obvious that one of participants did not understand
what was expected nor did she understand the material.

Table 12
Open-Ended Response Summary: Please add any additional comments you would like to share
regarding collaborative activities in your online courses.
Response Category

Number of Responses

Percent of Total Responses*

Positive comments about collaboration

9

30.0%

Recommendations to improve collaboration

6

20.0%

No additional comments

6

20.0%

No collaboration activities

3

10.0%

Prefer face-to-face interaction

3

10.0%

Miscellaneous

3

10.0%

Total Responses**

30

Sample Responses:
•

It was very interesting to read different things people (said)

•

They are similar to being in a classroom without certain distractions.

•

It’s better to take class ground.

•

Everything’s cool

•

Wish the choices of online classes could be chosen to be taken on campus. I don’t learn
well through a computer.
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Note. * Sorted highest to lowest percentage; **Total by number of responses: Single response/category = 26; two categories = 2;
No responses = 45

In summary, most survey respondents to the open-ended question “Please add any
additional comments you would like to share regarding collaborative activities in your online
courses” concluded the survey with a positive comment regarding collaboration. Other
respondents provided a recommendation to improve collaboration activities and most
participants did not add an additional comment. A preference for face-to-face interaction when
collaborating or working with others came up in this question much like some of the other openended response items.
Results Summary
The results from the student survey associated with the research topic “Examining
Community College Student Experiences with and Attitudes Toward Collaboration in Online
Courses” were analyzed and presented in Chapter 4. Quantitative analysis of survey results
suggests that the online instructors of the participants most frequently required students to
collaborate by contributing to discussion boards, while email and blogs were used less
frequently. The majority of the participants indicated they were never or rarely required to use
Wikis, Facebook, Twitter, or instant messaging for collaboration.
Analysis of how participants perceived collaboration in online courses as helpful revealed
that collaboration helped to increase overall achievement, build social skills needed for a
successful career, feel a sense of community, develop critical thinking skills, gain a deeper
understanding of course content, and complete the online course. There was slightly less
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agreement that collaboration helped them feel like they could complete their degree. When
participants were asked what inhibits collaboration in online courses, insufficient communication
and low participation of other students received the highest level of agreement.
Analysis of open-ended survey items to examine community college student attitudes
toward collaboration in online courses revealed that most students reported that the best things
were gaining an understanding of course content and feeling a sense of community. The key
concerns or “worst things” were low participation of other students, insufficient communication,
poorly organized collaborative activities, and lack of community. A majority of survey
participants indicated that they would not like to have more opportunities to work with others,
with a desire to work alone cited as the most frequent reason. The students who indicated they
would like to have additional opportunity to work with others indicated a desire for community
and better understanding of content as the justification for additional opportunities to work with
others. Furthermore, when asked what they would change about collaboration activities in online
courses, most participants indicated that they would change nothing. Finally, when asked to add
any additional comments regarding collaboration in online courses, most students left a positive
comment, a recommendation to improve collaboration, or no additional comments. Further
discussion regarding the survey results is available in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
The purpose of this research was to examine community college student’s experiences
with and attitude towards collaboration in online courses. The study was framed by four research
questions that relate to the following topics: collaboration tools used in online courses;
helpfulness of collaboration in online courses; factors that may inhibit collaboration in online
courses; and, student attitudes regarding collaboration in online courses. A review of the
literature associated with the research topics helped frame development of a survey to address
each research question. Descriptive data were gathered from 73 community college students who
were enrolled in at least one online course the previous semester. Chapter 4 provided the
presentation of the findings as revealed through descriptive analysis. This chapter provides
discussion regarding interpretation of the findings as associated with each research question and
how the findings align to previous research. Additionally, limitations, recommendations and
implications will also be discussed.
Research Question 1
What do community college students report as their experiences with collaboration in
online courses regarding types and frequency of collaboration tools used?
In order to better understand community college student experiences with collaboration
in online courses, students were asked to indicate how often their instructors required them to use
the following digital tools for various collaborative activities: discussion boards, email, blogs,
wikis, and social media tools, such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instant Messaging. The results
were not unexpected, as students reported that online instructors most frequently required them
to collaborate by contributing to discussion boards, while emails and blogs were the next most
frequently used tools. However, the majority of the participants indicated they were never or
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rarely required to use wikis or social media to collaborate with others, which conflicts with
findings from a recent large national study (Seaman & Tinti-Kane, 2013). A discussion of these
findings as related to past research for each digital tool is below.
Discussion Boards. Over 80% of the participants indicated that their instructor had
required them to “frequently” or “extensively” contribute to a discussion board in their online
course. A possible contributing factor to this high level of use is the ease with which instructors
can create a discussion board and the simplicity with which students can post and reply to
comments (Revere & Kovach, 2011). Additionally, some faculty may integrate use of discussion
boards as a way to encourage more students to participate in class discussions. For example, Ke
and Carr-Chellman (2006) suggest some students feel more confident when using discussion
boards to collaborate in an online course, as contributing with text rather than with verbal
responses tends to be less intimidating. Discussion boards have also been shown to help bridge
gaps between learners with varying needs (McWilliam, 2000). Instructors may also use
discussion boards as a way to encourage student contributions of opinions as well as useful
content to further student learning (Oliveira, Tinoca, & Pereira, 2011). Weidman and Bishop
(2009) suggest that students are often eager to form groups for projects when communicating via
discussion board. The findings from this study align with previous research in that participants
indicated their instructors frequently required them to use discussion boards for collaboration in
online courses, perhaps due to the ease of use and associated student benefits.
Email. As compared to discussion boards, only 30% of the participants reported that their
instructor had required them to “frequently” or “extensively” use email to participate in small
group activities. In contrast, nearly half of the participants (46.4%) reported “never” or “rarely”
using email for collaboration. This low level of use is interesting in that it suggests a shift from
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the use of email, which was one of the earliest forms of digital communication in education
(Northcote, et. al., 2015). Furthermore, a higher use of email might be expected, as most
instructors are typically comfortable with email as a digital form of communication as compared
to other forms (Seaton & Schwier, 2014). Additionally, the moderate use of email for small
group communication was in contrast to Dixon’s (2010) findings from a study with 176 higher
education students, which revealed frequent use of email in online courses. Results of this study
revealed a trend of slightly lower use of email for collaboration in online courses, as compared to
past studies.
Blogs. Use of blogs revealed a similar pattern to that of email with regard to low levels of
use being reported. Specifically, less than one-fourth (23%) of the participants indicated that
their online instructor required them to “frequently” or “extensively” use blogs for reflection and
review of learning. This varies from findings of a study involving over 8,000 higher education
faculty members, which revealed that the majority (82.5%) of faculty members required students
to use blogs and wikis for group assignments (Seaman & Tinti-Kane, 2013). Faculty who
include student use of blogs in online courses may be influenced by research-based benefits of
using blogs for student collaboration. For example, Richardson (2012) contends student use of
blogs may help to improve information organization and learning. While there was a low
frequency of use reported by survey participants in this study, other research performed in the
field seems to indicate a more frequent use of the tool.
Wikis. Participant responses to how frequently their instructor required them to use wikis
to share content and products revealed a dramatic decrease from discussion boards, email, and
blogs, with 78% reporting they “never” or “rarely” used wikis. These findings are in stark
contrast to the Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2013) study showing the majority of 8,000 faculty
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members reported use of wikis and blogs for collaboration in online environments. Wikis are
another tool shown to be beneficial for student collaborative learning in that the process of
sharing information strengthens cognition and reasoning ability (Kimmerle, Moskaliuk, & Cress,
2011). Student involvement with wikis also contributes to positive social development (Ioannou,
2011) and supports student engagement (Popescu, 2014). From a pragmatic viewpoint, use of
wikis allows students to work, study and collaborate in an anywhere, anytime flexible
environment (Johnson, Adams, & Cummins, 2012). While there could be opportunity for
integration of Wikis into online courses for collaboration, current trends found in this research
indicate a low usage of the tool.
Social Media. The final item regarding types and frequency of collaboration tools
required by online instructors focused on social networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter, and
Instant Messaging (IM) to work or share with others. As reported in the findings, nearly 85% of
the participants indicated they “never” or “rarely” were required to use social media tools for
collaboration. A higher level of use might be expected as Facebook and Twitter were listed as
the first and second most important social media sites worldwide (Milanovic, 2015).
Additionally, use of social media in online courses has been shown to benefit students. For
example, a recent study involving 155 students who were taking a higher education online course
reported positive outcomes, such as enhanced learning and sense of community, associated with
using social media in their online course (Salmon, Ross, Pechenkina, & Chase, 2015). This low
level of social media use in the participants’ online courses isn’t unexpected, as participants also
reported infrequent use of blogs and wikis for collaborative activities.
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Research Question 1 Summary
The purpose of Research Question 1 was to examine how often community college
instructors required students in online courses to use discussion boards, email, blogs, wikis, and
social media tools. It was not surprising to find that discussion boards and email were the most
frequently used collaboration tools due to the ease of use for instructors and students and the
associated student benefits. On the other hand, participants reported infrequent use of blogs,
wikis, and social media tools. Although these outcomes do not align with the frequent faculty
use of these tools as reported in the large Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2013) national study, some of
the study’s reported barriers regarding use of social media may be applicable for the current
research context. Three notable barriers were concerns over separating course and personal
social media accounts, concerns about privacy, and the integrity of student submissions (Seaman
& Tinti-Kane, 2013).
Research Question 2
What is the level of community college student agreement with how collaboration in
online courses is helpful?
To address Research Question 2, participants were asked to rate their level of agreement
with items that literature supports as benefits to collaboration in online courses. Specifically,
participants were asked to rate their level of agreement that collaboration helps to increase
overall achievement, build social skills needed for a successful career, feel a sense of
community, develop critical thinking skills, gain a deeper understanding of course content,
complete the online course, and feel like they can complete their degree. Overall, participant
responses suggest students were in moderate agreement regarding various benefits of
collaboration in their online courses, as seen in mean scores that ranged from a high of 3.59 to a
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low of 3.28. Below is a discussion of each benefit, presented in order from the highest to lowest
level of agreement.
Increase overall achievement. The highest level of participant agreement with how
collaboration is helpful in online courses was that it helps increase overall achievement. These
findings are understandable, as collaboration supports problem solving and communication skills
(Smith, 2005), helps to improve social and teamwork skills, and further helps with the
development of cognitive processes (Biasutti, 2011). Additional studies conducted by Vaughan,
Nickle, Silovs, and Zimmer (2011), Ractham and Firpo (2011), Hsiung (2013), and Bowers and
Kumar (2015) that investigated the impact of collaboration in online courses revealed increases
in overall student achievement. Thus, student basic agreement that collaboration helps overall
achievement aligns with past research.
Build social skills needed for a successful career. A majority of participants agreed or
strongly agreed (62.9%) that collaboration in online courses helps to build social skills needed
for a successful career. This finding aligns with current trends in colleges, universities, and state
coalitions that place greater emphasis on career readiness for today’s workforce, which includes
the ability to work with others (Schuler, 2014; Strom & Strom, 2013). The 2016 Horizon Report
states that employers are asking workers to collaborate more frequently, suggesting that college
graduates should be equipped with the skills needed to be successful in their chosen career field
(Johnson, Adams, Cummins, Estrada, Freeman, & Hall, 2016). Additionally, the current
findings reflect those from a study in which 26 college students reported collaborative efforts in
online courses as “important” or “extremely important” in relation to building “soft” skills
needed in the workplace (King, 2014).
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Feel a sense of community. Most participants also agreed or strongly agreed that
collaboration in online courses helped them feel a sense of community. Similar outcomes were
revealed in a study involving 300 post secondary students in online courses, the majority of
whom agreed that collaborative learning enhances the sense of community (Brindley, Walti, &
Blaschke, 2009). Additionally, collaborative work with peers in online courses allows for more
interaction and a sense of belonging, similar to what would be experienced in a face-to-face
course (Jahng, Nielsen, & Chan, 2010; Koeller, 2012; Waugh & Searle, 2012).
Develop critical thinking skills. Slightly over one-half (56.1%) of participants indicated
that they agreed or strongly agreed that collaboration was helpful for developing critical thinking
skills. The previously mentioned study involving 300 post secondary students, also found
participants agreed that collaborative learning enhances skill acquisition and learning outcomes
(Brindley, Walti, & Blaschke, 2009). This benefit was also revealed in research suggesting that
collaboration in online courses fosters independent, critical thinking skills in students (Kuo,
Hwang, Chen, & Chen, 2012; Lee, 2007; Smith, R., 2005).
Complete course and gain a deeper understanding of course content. Responses
regarding these two benefits both yielded a mean score of 3.48. However, slightly more than
one-half (57.4%) of participants agreed or strongly agreed that collaboration helped students
complete the course, whereas only 49.3% agreed it help them gain a deeper understanding of
course content. The findings regarding course completion, or retention, are supported in Felder
and Solomon’s (2010) study with 810 college freshman that revealed positive influences on
retention plans when students in online courses engaged in collaborative activities. Further
evidence is seen in survey results from over 14,000 higher education students that suggest
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collaboration via social media produced positive improvements with regard to retention efforts in
online classes (Venkatesh, Croteau, & Rabah, 2014).
When looking at participant’s agreement that collaboration helps students gain a deeper
understanding of course content, this also is a benefit revealed in past research. For example,
results of a study conducted by Weimer (2013), revealed students who engaged in various
collaboration strategies during a semester, gained a deeper understanding of course material and
tended to outperform online students who did not participate in collaboration. Brewer and Klein
(2006) indicate collaboration may help with gaining a deeper understanding of course content as
a result of students helping each other work through various learning strategies.
Feel like I can complete my degree. The final item asked students to rate their level of
agreement with the idea that collaboration in online courses helped them feel like they can
complete their degree. Slightly less than one-half (46.5%) of the participants agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement. Similar findings were seen in the Brindley, Walti, and Blaschke
(2009) study with approximately 300 students who were enrolled in online courses, in that the
participants, who reported that collaboration helped build a sense of community and a greater
sense of fulfillment, were more likely to return the following semester.
Research Question 2 summary
Research Question 2 asked participants to rate their level of agreement with items
associated with how collaboration in online courses is helpful. As seen, participants indicated a
moderate, but positive level of agreement with each literature supported benefit. Examination of
the benefits reveals three categories of benefits that received varying levels of participant
agreement: academic benefit, personal benefit, and future benefit. For example, three items were
associated with an academic benefit - success in the online course: overall achievement, course
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completion, and deeper understanding of course content. The highest level of agreement was
that collaboration helped with overall achievement, and helped slightly less with completing the
online course and gaining a deeper understanding of the course content. The next category was
associated with a personal benefit, in that it examined student agreement regarding the statement:
“Collaborating with others in my online courses helps me to feel a sense of community.” The
third category was more closely associated with future benefits, as seen in collaboration helping
build social skills for a successful career, develop critical thinking skills, and degree completion.
It is interesting to note that participants reported a higher level of agreement with collaboration
being beneficial for a future career than for a closer goal of completing their degree. Overall, the
participants agreed that collaboration in online courses was helpful.
Research Question 3
What is the level of community college student agreement with what inhibits
collaboration in online courses?
The purpose of Research Question 3 was to gain an understanding of participants’
perceptions of what hinders collaboration in online courses. Participants were asked to indicate
their level of agreement to seven literature-based inhibitors to collaboration including:
insufficient communication, low participation of other students, poorly organized collaborative
activities, poor connection of activity with course objectives, insufficient computer skills of
students, not enough time to complete collaborative activities, and insufficient computer skills of
instructor. Overall, participants revealed a consistent disagreement with factors that may inhibit
collaboration, as seen in mean scores that ranged from a low of 2.25 to a high of 2.95. Below is a
discussion of findings, once again presented from the highest to lowest level of agreement to the
inhibitors.
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Insufficient communication. In looking at insufficient communication, over 67% of the
participants were neutral or disagreed that it inhibits collaboration in online courses. This
conflicts with research suggesting that the asynchronous nature of many online courses creates
an environment that includes a waiting period that, in some cases, allows time for the student(s)
to go ahead and find the answer or solution before the instructor or peers have an adequate time
to respond (Monahan, McArdle, & Bertolotto, 2008). Additionally, Tetard, Patokorpi and
Packalen (2009) reported that online collaboration activities need effective communication
support in the course management system. While there was not a high level of survey participant
agreement with insufficient communication as an inhibitor to collaboration in online courses,
research suggests that there needs to be a good method for online students to communicate in
collaborative environments.
Low participation of other students. Similarly, over 67% of the participants were
neutral or disagreed with the idea that low participation of students inhibits collaboration. Again,
this is in contrast to past research, such as that conducted by Chiong and Jovanovic (2012) who
found that low participation in group assignments had a negative impact on both the student who
was not participating as well as other students in the course. Research also points to the idea that
student isolation impedes learning and, therefore, an emphasis on meaningful participation is
paramount (Oyarzun & Morrison, 2013). Survey participants did not indicate a high level of
agreement that low participation was an inhibitor to collaboration in online courses, yet research
points to the idea that participation is very important.
Poorly organized collaborative activities. As with other survey items associated with
Research Question 3, the majority (78%) of the participants were neutral or disagreed that
collaborating with others in their online courses was inhibited by poorly organized collaborative
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activities. This is in contrast to research findings that suggest a high level of student frustration
when collaborative activities are poorly organized, which can create barriers to learning
(Capdeferro & Romero, 2012). Additionally, Blessinger and Wankel (2013) suggest that a
primary challenge with implementing collaboration in online courses is for instructors to
seamlessly weave technology into their course to increase student engagement and achievement.
While there was a low level of agreement with this survey item, research supports the idea that
collaborative activities need to be well organized in online courses.
Poor connection of activity with course objectives. Participant feedback to the item
prompt that assessed their level of agreement that poor connection of activity with course
objectives hinders collaboration in online courses also received a low level of agreement (79.4%
were neutral or disagreed). This is also in contrast with other research by O’Neill, Scott, and
Conboy (2011) that indicates a need for clear connections between the learning objectives for a
course to the collaboration activity, rather than including collaboration for other reasons, e.g.,
university expectation. This survey response received one of the highest percentages of those
participants who were neutral (32.9%) on the statement. A possible reason for this disconnect is
due to survey participants, having probably never designed a course, not quite understanding the
importance of activity connection to the course objectives.
Insufficient computer skills of students. Survey participants were asked to indicate
their level of agreement that collaborating with others in online courses was inhibited by
insufficient computer skills of students. Over 80% of the participants were neutral or disagreed
that their computer skills were a major barrier. These findings align with those of DeTure (2004)
and Muilenburg and Berge (2005) who found technical skills of higher education students were
not a strong inhibitor to success in online courses. However, research by Rohleder, Bozalek,
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Carolissen, Leibowitz, and Schwartz (2007) that assessed 95 student’s thoughts on what is
important in a collaborative environment and found that technical skills, proper equipment and
platform were imperative to the success of online collaboration. Perhaps participants didn’t
perceive the computer skills of students as an inhibitor to online collaboration because their
online instructors primarily used discussion boards, which require a minimal level of computer
skills, for collaboration.
Not enough time to complete collaborative activities. When asked to rate their level of
agreement that collaboration in online courses was inhibited by not having enough time to
complete the collaborative activities, once again, approximately 80% of the participants were
neutral or disagreed. These findings suggest that perhaps most participants in this study
possessed the discipline required to be successful in online courses, as found in a study involving
628 higher education students (Barnard, Patton, & Rose, 2007). In particular, students reported
more favorable perceptions of collaborative learning when they were disciplined and good
managers of time (Barnard, Patton, & Rose, 2007). Conversely, a study involving 374 students
by Mathieson and Leafman (2014) indicates students did not feel there was enough time built
into a course to adequately communicate in some circumstances. Again, these findings may
reflect instructor use of more simple collaboration activities that primarily involved use of
discussion boards rather than more complex, time consuming activities. Research supports the
idea that for collaboration to work in online environments, adequate time must be allotted to the
activity.
Insufficient computers skills of instructor. Of the seven survey items associated with
Research Question 3, participant feedback indicates the strongest disagreement with the idea that
a barrier to collaboration in online courses is the insufficient computer skills of the instructor.
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Only 11.0% of participants agreed or strongly agreed with the survey item, which was the lowest
agreement among all survey items. A study by Shea (2007) involving online faculty from 36
colleges revealed the importance of instructor technical skills in order to properly set up and
facilitate online collaboration for student success. It appears that the computer skills of the
participants’ online instructors were sufficient to support student collaboration activities,
primarily through the use of discussion boards.
Research Question 3 Summary
Research question 3 asked survey participants to rate their level of agreement with items
associated with factors that inhibit collaborating with others in their online courses. As seen, the
majority of the participants were neutral or disagreed with each of the seven researched items
associated with what may inhibit collaboration in online courses. Considering the frequent to
extensive use of discussion boards for collaborative activities rather than use of more interactive
and engaging tools, such as blogs, wikis, Facebook, twitter, or IM, participant responses aren’t
surprising. Most of the survey’s inhibiting factors would impact collaborative activities that
were more complex than posting comments and questions to a discussion board. For example,
participating in an online discussion doesn’t typically take a lot of time to complete or depend on
explicit participation of other students, or require high levels of student or instructor computer
skills. Additionally, as seen with previous responses, most of the participants reported positive
benefits of collaborating with others, once again suggesting use of discussion boards wasn’t
perceived as inhibiting.
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Research Question 4
What are community college student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses?
The purpose of the final research question was to gain a better understanding of student
attitudes toward collaboration in online courses by asking participants to describe the best and
worst things about working with others in online courses; if they wanted more opportunities to
work with others, and what things they would change about collaborative activities in online
courses. Participants were also provided the opportunity to add additional comments regarding
collaborative activities in their online courses. A discussion of student responses to these items
is below.
Best thing about working with others in online courses. The majority (86%) of the
participants wrote a response regarding the best things about working with others in online
courses. The two most common responses were related to academic and personal benefits. First,
the most common “best thing” related to an academic benefit, was participants indicated the
interactions with others helped them gain a deeper understanding of course content. This finding
correlates with other studies investigating positive outcomes of collaboration in online courses.
When students work together to attain an academic goal, they gain deeper understanding by
experiencing various learning strategies of their group members (Brewer & Klein, 2006,
Weimer, 2013). Additionally, collaborative experiences in online courses have been shown to
result in increases in overall student achievement (Bowers & Kumar, 2015; Hsiung, 2013;
Ractham and Firpo, 2011; Tsai, 2010; Vaughan, Nickle, Silovs, & Zimmer, 2011). Thus, this
finding is in agreement with common, research-based benefits of working with others in online
courses.
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The second most common “best thing” about collaboration in online courses, as reported
by the participants, was associated with the personal benefit of feeling a sense of community.
Once again, this finding has been well established in research investigating online learning. In
particular, collaborative learning can help students overcome isolation issues often associated
with the independent nature of an online course (Ali & Smith, 2015; McInnerney & Roberts,
2004; Morgan, 2003; Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012). Whereas, when collaborative learning
involves students working in small groups, the activities often create a team atmosphere in which
group members feel a sense of belonging and responsibility to contribute to group assignments
(Morgan, 2003; Waugh & Searle, 2012).
Collectively, the academic and personal benefits identified by the participants as “best
things” about collaborative learning in online courses, often work together to yield positive
outcomes. For example, collaboration in online courses has been shown to help students become
more dependent on each other to generate new ideas and problem solutions (Amhag &
Jakobsson, 2009; Smith, 2005), improve social and teamwork skills, which helps develop
cognitive processes (Biasutti, 2011), skill acquisition, and learning outcome attainment
(Brindley, Walti, & Blaschke, 2009). Overall, collaborative work helps form a closer sense of
belonging similar to a face-to-face course (Jahng, Nielsen, & Chan, 2010; Koeller, 2012; Waugh
& Searle, 2012).
Worst thing about working with others in online courses. Nearly 80% of the
participants also provided a response regarding their perception of the “worst thing” about
working with others in online courses; however, nearly 20% of those responded that there were
no “worst things” regarding collaboration in online classes. The key concerns or “worst things”
included: low participation of other students, insufficient communication, poorly organized
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collaborative activities and lack of community – each found to be inhibitors of effective
collaboration implementation. For example, low participation of students is sometimes referred
to as “social loafing,” in that some students depend on more diligent students to fulfill the
majority of group assignment tasks (Piezon & Ferree, 2008). Chiong and Jovanovic (2012) found
that low participation has a negative impact on both the student who doesn’t participate as well
as the other students pulling the extra weight. With regard to insufficient communication being a
“worst thing,” several factors may have contributed to this student attitude. For example,
findings from a study with 374 post-secondary students revealed that some students felt their
online courses did not provide sufficient time to adequately communicate for collaborative
activities (Mathieson & Leafman, 2014). Another factor may be related to the extra time and
effort required to generate written questions and responses, which often do not receive a
response, or receive one when the information is no longer needed (Monahan, McArdle, &
Bertolotto, 2008).
Participants cited poor organization as another “worst thing” about collaboration in
online courses. Similar findings were seen in a study of 40 higher education students that
revealed poorly organized collaborative activities increased levels of student frustration, which
often created a barrier to learning (Capdeferro & Romero, 2012). Another consideration for this
response, which was reported by less than 12% of the participants, is perhaps these students
lacked the discipline or time management skills required to be successful in online courses.
Barnard, Patton, and Rose (2007) found students with good time management skills and selfdiscipline reported more favorable perceptions of collaborative learning than students who
struggled with time management.
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Lack of community was also reported as a “worst thing” by less than 12% of the
participants. This could easily be the result of participants being in online courses in which
instructors primarily restrict collaboration to the use of discussion board activities rather than
using more interactive technology tools. Use of Facebook to support online collaboration was
shown to enhance connectedness and social learning, as noted in a study involving 106 higher
education students (Barczyk & Duncan, 2013). Similarly, use of social media in online courses
taken by 155 higher education students yielded the following positive outcomes: enhanced
learning through social communities, increase sense of belonging, and better connection with
peers (Salmon, Ross, Pechenkina, & Chase, 2015).
More opportunity to work with others. The key purpose of Research Question 4 was to
gain an understanding of student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses, thus the survey
asked students if they wanted more opportunities to work with others in their online courses and
asked them to explain their response. As seen in the results, slightly more than one-half (54.7%)
indicated that they did not want additional opportunities to work with others. The most common
explanation was that the students preferred to work alone, as expressed in the following
responses with no further rationale, “I am a loner and prefer to work by myself,” “I am quite
anti-social and tend to work better on my own,” and “I don’t like working in groups.” In the Ku,
Tseng, and Akarasriworn (2013) study of online collaboration that involved 197 graduate
students, 13% of the students indicated they would have learned more if provided the
opportunity to work alone rather than in a group. Reasons cited included, “…I feel that relying
on others in the group to get stuff done affected my performance adversely. When on my own, I
always get assignments done on time,” and “I would have learned more because instead of
spending time focusing on team management, I could have spent more time on reading and doing
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the project” (Ku, Tseng, & Akarasriworn, 2013, p. 927). Responses that further explained not
wanting more collaboration were similar to open-ended comments in “worst things,” such as low
participation of others (Oyarzun & Morrison, 2013) and poor organization (Blessinger &
Wankel, 2013). Less than half of survey participants (43.8%) indicated a desire for more
opportunities to work with others because it provided for a sense of community and increased
understanding of course material (Tsai, 2010; Brewer & Klein, 2006).
What would you change? The final question to gain an understanding of participant
attitudes toward collaboration in online courses, solicited responses regarding what they would
change “about collaborative activities in your online courses?” Interestingly, over 40%
commented that they would not change anything. It could be that students have little experience
with effective methods of collaboration and have become accustomed to posting to a discussion
board (Henry, 2010). A few students said that they would like more collaboration, which is
consistent with the results from the benefits section as well as the “yes” responses to the previous
open-ended item, however, they want to make sure that the activities are arranged so that
everyone does his or her part (Monahan, McArdle, & Bertolotto, 2008). Other responses
regarding what participants would change included more student control, grade individually, and
unsure.
Research Question 4 Summary
The final research question associated with this study sought to assess community college
student attitudes toward collaboration in online courses through the administration of five openended survey items that asked what are the best and worst things about working with others in
online courses, would they like more opportunities to work with others, and what would they
change. The overall attitudes toward working with others in online courses were mixed. While
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participant responses were in general positive regarding collaboration in online courses, for
example that it helps students gain an understanding of course content and feel a sense of
community, and most disagreed with factors that inhibit collaboration, a slight majority indicated
they did not want more opportunity to work with others. Overall, students had some reservations
about collaborating in online courses while seemingly understanding that it could be a beneficial
activity.
Implications
This study examined community college experiences and attitudes toward collaboration
in online courses. There were two underlying problems that served as a motivation for this
research topic: low retention rates in higher education online courses and insufficient career
readiness of some college graduates. Low retention was selected as multiple institutions report
that a greater percentage of online students as compared to on-campus students do not complete
courses (Myers, 2014; Xu & Jaggers, 2011), with isolation considered to be a factor influencing
low retention (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). Collaboration has been used to help alleviate
feelings of isolation in online courses (Arbaugh & Benbunan-Fich, 2006, p. 439); however, a
study of 76 randomly selected online courses revealed that 89% did not include collaborative
learning (Margaryan, Bianco, & Littlejohn, 2015). This study was also interested in the concern
of employers that recent college graduates often lack “soft skill” abilities to interact and work
with others (Kandra, Sewell, & Nyamari, 2011; White, 2013). For example, survey responses
from 400 employers regarding knowledge and skills important when hiring recent college
graduates revealed only 37% reported college graduates were well prepared to work with others
(Hart, 2015). In response, some higher education academic accrediting agencies are including
standards that recommend, “Curricula facilitate and encourage frequent, productive student-
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student and student-faculty interaction designed to achieve learning goals” (AACSB, 2013, para.
5). However, as stated higher education faculty members often forgo collaborative learning in
online courses, reporting lack of time to participate in professional development regarding
collaborative teaching and uncertainty about the strategy due to the asynchronous nature of the
virtual learning environment (Greenberg & Nilssen, 2014).
The findings of this research have implications for those who develop online courses in
that the community college students for the most part recognized the benefits of collaborating
with others in their online courses, specifically highlighting the benefit of greater understanding
of course content, improved achievement, and feeling a sense of community. These benefits are
aligned with research-suggested methods of including collaboration in online courses to achieve
student success (Olson, 2013; Terrell & Dringus, 2000), which helps address retention concerns
and helps prepare students to work with others in future careers (Ricker, 2014). However, the
results also have implications for those who provide professional development opportunities to
higher education faculty in that over one-half of the students did not want more collaboration
opportunities in online courses. This finding is understandable, considering the collaboration
experience of most of the students was limited to posting comments on a discussion board rather
than engaging in meaningful interactive learning projects (Ku, Tseng, & Akarasriworn, 2013). If
faculty were provided sufficient and ongoing professional development to learn how to integrate
meaningful collaboration activities into their online courses, perhaps, the benefits students
mention could become a reality and increase online course retention and better prepare students
for the future (Greenberg & Nilssen, 2014). The creation of or modification to policies and
procedures associated with online instruction could be considered to provide a means for
innovative collaboration strategies in online courses. For example, policies may need to be
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modified to better ensure that social media tools effectively interface with online course
management systems. If these policy changes are coupled with hands-on, effective faculty
development, it may encourage faculty to try new and emerging technologies for collaborative
activities that support the professional and academic growth of students.
Recommendations for Further Research
A key feature of this research was presenting the community college perspective
regarding the types of collaboration in online courses, benefits and inhibitors of collaboration, as
well as their open-ended responses regarding the best and worst things, desire for more, and
recommended changes for online collaboration. However, the findings also lead to questions for
possible future research. For example, it would be useful to conduct follow-up qualitative case
studies to examine applications of collaboration that went beyond use of discussion boards, such
as use of blogs, wikis, and social media. The studies could explore the content areas and how the
various tools were used for collaboration.
It would also be interesting to investigate further the reasons students indicated they did
not want more opportunities to work with others to determine how to meet the needs of these
students, while preparing students for interactive work environments. Additional research could
investigate the perspectives of faculty and students from the same courses to identify gaps in
understandings and preferences, as well as constraining factors that may inhibit effective
implementation of online collaboration. Furthermore, considering that approximately 50% of the
students reported rare to occasional use of blogs, wikis, or social networking for collaboration
activities, it would be interesting to explore how these tools were integrated into online courses
as well as which courses most frequently used the tools.
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Conclusion
As the American higher education environment mobilizes to accommodate the increasing
demand for anytime/anywhere learning, it is vitally important for educators to attempt to provide
interactive learning environments for online course delivery. As presented in this paper, one
mode for helping to create good environments that allows students to work together in online
courses is the purposeful design of collaborative elements that promote community, critical
thinking, understanding, completion, and achievement. It has been suggested that with the
creation of these collaborative environments, community college students who work together in
an online course feel as though the interaction provides many positive aspects to both their
academic and future careers.
Additionally, while students in this study felt as though there were challenges that should
be addressed when implementing elements of collaboration in online courses, some of the
challenges may be overcome with careful consideration of student needs and attitudes regarding
their beliefs in what works and what doesn’t work when setting up collaborative environments.
While it is clear that most students report frequent use of discussion boards, careful planning by
faculty to embed the use of innovative collaboration tools may help prepare students for future
careers that need skilled workers who can collaboratively work with others. The transition from a
face-to-face learning environment to an online learning environment should continue to allow
students to effectively communicate both with one another as well as with the instructor.
The implementation of effective collaborative strategies can help students and instructors
work together to achieve learning, improve retention, and better prepare students for the future.
Institutions of higher learning might go further and reconsider standing policies and guidelines
that address interactivity in online courses to ensure effective methods of virtual communication
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are used. Students indicate an understanding of the importance of being able to effectively
collaborate, suggesting benefits to both their academic and future career endeavors. Additionally,
higher education online instructors should be mindful of the benefits and tools to create
innovative learning environments that include opportunities for effective collaboration.
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Appendix B
Participant Email Invitation

To: [All [Name] Community College Students enrolled in one or more online courses fall 2015]
From: J. Barham
Subject: Please complete survey about Online Course
Message:
Dear Students,
You have been invited to participate in a survey that relates to one or more online courses you
completed in the fall of 2015 at [Name] State Community College. The survey should take
approximately 20 minutes to complete. Your responses will remain confidential. Results from
the survey will be used to enhance distance education at SCC. Please take a few minutes to
complete this survey to help -SCC continue to develop and deliver high quality courses.
Click Here to Go to the Survey (You will be taken to the consent page first. Click “Start
Survey” to begin recording your responses).
Thank you,
Jimmy Barham
Dean of Arts & Sciences
[Name] State Community College
[Phone]

107

Appendix C
Faculty Email To Encourage Student Participation
To: [All [Name] State Community College Faculty Advisors]
From: J. Barham
Subject: Research survey participation request
Message:
Dear faculty advisors,
Please take a moment to encourage your advisees who took an online course in the fall semester
of 2015 to complete a brief (20 minute) survey regarding collaboration in the online course. This
survey will be used to enhance online course delivery at [Name] State and has been approved by
President Bowyer. Your willingness to encourage student participation is greatly appreciated.
Please let me know if you have any questions.
Thank you,
Jimmy Barham
Dean of Arts & Sciences
[Name] State Community College
[Phone]
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Appendix E
Consent Form And Student Survey
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e

Welcome to the Survey
Dear Student:
You have been invited to participate in a survey that relates to one or more online
courses you completed in the fall of 2015 at [Name] State Community College. The
survey should take approximately 20 minutes to complete. Your responses will
remain confidential. Results from the survey will be used to enhance distance
education at SCC. Please take a few minutes to complete this survey to help SCC
continue to develop and deliver high quality courses. Please click "next" at the
bottom of the page to review consent to participate in research form.

in Online
C

College

e

Consent to participate in research page 1

EXAMINING COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENT EXPERIENCES WITH AND
ATTITUDES TOWARD COLLABORATION IN ONLINE COURSES
1. WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about collaboration in online
courses. You are being invited to take part in this research study because you have
taken an online course.
2. WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Jimmy Barham of University of Memphis
Department of Instruction and Curriculum Leadership. He is being guided in this
research by Dr. Deborah Lowther, Advisor. There may be other people on the research
team assisting at different times during the study.
3. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
The purpose of this study is to examine community college student experiences with
and attitudes towards collaboration in online courses.
4. ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
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This study focuses on students who have participated in online instruction during

in Online

College C

e

the fall 2015 semester. Please only complete this survey if you have, indeed, taken
an online course during the fall 2015 semester.
5. WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at [Name] State Community College. This
study will take place completely asynchronously and online. This survey will take
approximately 20 minutes to complete.
6. WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
You will be asked to complete a 24-item survey regarding collaboration in the online
classroom. Once you have marked a response for every question, you should click
“done” at the bottom of the form.
7. WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of
harm than you would experience in everyday life.
8. WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. Your
willingness to take part, however, may, in the future, help society as a whole better
understand this research topic.
9. DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to
volunteer. You will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you
choose not to volunteer. You can stop at any time during the study and still keep the
benefits and rights you had before volunteering. As a student, if you decide not to take
part in this study, your choice will have no effect on you academic status or grade in the
class.
10. IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in
the study.
11. WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
12. WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
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Consent to participate in research page 2
13. WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the
extent allowed by law.
You information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the
study. When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write
about the combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified
in these written materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will
keep your name and other identifying information private.
The data for this study is going to be collected and stored via electronic means. All
electronic data will remain confidential and secure via complex passcodes.
This study is anonymous. That means that no one, not even members of the research
team, will know that the information you give came from you.
14. CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that
you no longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop
taking part in the study.
The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This may
occur if you are not able to follow the directions they give you, if they find that your being
in the study is more risk than benefit to you, or if the agency funding the study decides to
stop the study early for a variety of scientific reasons.
15.WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns,
or complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Jimmy Barham at
jbarham@dscc.edu or 731.286.3371. You can also contact my faculty advisor Dr. Deborah
Lowther at dlowther@memphis.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer
in this research, contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at
901-678-2705. We will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.
16. WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?

[Name] Community College supports this study.
* 1. I have read this informed consent document and the materials contained in it. I understand
each part of the document, all my questions have been answered, and I freely and voluntarily
choose participate in this study.
I agree and wish to participate
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Please use the scales below to respond to each item:

2. In your online courses, how often did your instructor require you to:
Never

Rarely

Occasionally

Frequently

Extensively

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

Use email to participate
in small group activities.
Use Wikis to share
content and products.
Use blogs for reflection
and review of learning.
Contribute to discussion
boards.
Use social networking
tools such as Facebook,
Twitter, and Instant
Messaging (IM) to work
or share with others.
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Please select the response that indicates your level of agreement with the following items:
3. Collaborating with others in my online courses helps me to:
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

Strongly Agree
(5)

Gain a deeper
understanding of course
content.
Develop critical thinking
skills.
Increase my overall
achievement.
Feel a sense of
community.
Complete the online
course.
Feel like I can complete
my degree.
Build social skills
needed for a successful
career.

4. Collaborating with others in my online courses is inhibited by:
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

Insufficient
Communication.
Poorly organized
collaborative activities.
Poor connection of
activity with course
objectives.
Low participation of
other students.
Not enough time to
complete collaboration
activities.
Insufficient computer
skills of students.
Insufficient computer
skills of instructor.
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Strongly Agree
(5)

Please use the space provided to write your responses to the following items:
5. What is the best thing about working with others in your online courses?

6. What is the worst thing about working with others in your online courses?

7. Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others in your online courses:
Yes
No
Please explain your answer:

8. What things would you change about collaborative activities in your online courses?

9. Please add any additional comments you would like to share regarding collaborative activities in your online
courses.
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Appendix F
Open-Ended Responses
What is the best thing about working with others in your online courses?

#

Best Thing: Open-Ended Response

Category 1

1

more ideas and a broad range of opinions.

Understanding

2

No Response

No Response

3

You can help each other

Community

4

The ability to know how others are perceiving information.

Understanding

5

How helpful others are when asking for help.

Community

6

You get to talk to others and have help with problems you don't understand.

Community

7

Understanding

8

you get to talk about the things you are learning about
I like being able to communicate with others, and majority of the time if I am having a
problem with something others are too.

9

Having the ability to understand something you may not already understand.

Understanding
Prefer working alone

11

I don't work with others.
I guess it would be not having to do the whole project by yourself, although I would
rather do it by myself.

12

The controls are easy to understand.

Miscellaneous

13

Understanding

14

More ideas to come available
It makes me feel better knowing others are understanding or struggling on the same
things I am. It makes me feel better about myself in the course.

15

No Response

No Response

16

No Response

No Response

17

You can a sense of communication with others.

Community

18

There are a few that will actually help when they are needed.

Community

19

Community

20

making new friends
Honestly I hate the fact that there are even online classes. The D2l has let me down
many times and is very disappointing

21

Even though you don't get to see your classmates you still get to interact with them.

Community

22

Gain a different perspective.

Understanding

23
24

I don't like online classes. I take them because I have no other choice.
There is not much I can give on the subject since my current courses do ask of
interaction activities with others.

No benefits
Did not work with
others

25

You gain different perspectives.

Understanding

26

we all are trying to be great.

Overall achievement

27

Meeting new people

Community

28

Nothing.

No benefits

29

Miscellaneous

30

Not really thought about it.
It gives the sense of being part of a classroom even though we aren't physically meeting.
It is useful if you have problems or questions.

31

We can gain new perspectives of problems we face via the discussion boards.

Understanding

32

I can work on course material around my schedule.

Miscellaneous

33

Getting work done faster

Overall achievement

34

You get the opportunity to view others opinions and how they understand the subject.

Understanding

35

No Response

36

No Response
We can communicate about problems we are having with assignments, problems with
technology, and just get to know each other as we would in a traditional class.

37

I do not have to participate in unnecessary discussion boards.

Miscellaneous

38

No Response

No Response

10
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Understanding

Community

Overall achievement

Community

No benefits

Community

Community

Prefer working
alone

Best Thing: Open-Ended Response

Category 1

39

#

You have some one to discuss with and you get to know your classmates.

Community

40

Getting feedback or constructive criticism.

Critical thinking

41

No Response

No Response

42

reading other peoples viewpoints

Understanding

43

we can help one another even online by having class discussions

Community

44

You are able to hear someone else' opinion on something.

Understanding

45

We do not necessarily have to meet in person.

Miscellaneous

46

You able to see the different opinions and see how others think about things.

Understanding

46

If something is wrong I can always get help from others.

Community

48

You get different age range perspectives on subjects.

49

I didn't get the chance to work with others in my online class.

Understanding
Did not work with
others

50

You can receive a better understanding for the course material.

Understanding

51

Community

54

You get to interact with other students
You get a sense of understanding from others, due to the fact that you and other
classmates are doing the same work.
if you're stuck on a question you do not understand then having others on there can help
you out
I had to rely on other students to ensure that our course was even still active. No
communication with indtructor.

55

Comparing their views with my own.

Critical thinking

56

How easy it is to communicate one on one as opposed to in a classroom setting.

Community

57

Understanding

60

Getting help on things I do not understand.
your not rushed like you would be in a facility setting, more slower paced or faster
whatever you desire and helps you learn the best.
Working with others can help to better understand some of the material. However, since,
most of us who are online students have full-time jobs and the course work in and of
itself is difficult to complete on time, it can be a major impediment to accomplishing the
goals of the course work.
I don't care to work with others but it is nice reading other people's view points on
things.

61

Learning new ideas and information

Understanding

62

No Response

No Response

63

No Response

64

I don't recall working with others in my online courses.
Nothing, that is why I am taking online courses to work at my own pace without the
"drama" of the classroom.
Knowing that they are working on the same work you are and being able to email them if
you do not understand something.

No Response
Did not work with
others

52
53

58

59

65
66
67

Critical
thinking

Understanding

Critical
thinking

Community

Understanding

Community

Understanding

Understanding
Understanding

Overall
achievement

Community
Prefer working
alone

No benefits
Community

68

We were on our own so we had to be responsible to make a good grade.
I did not work with students a lot in my online course. We had to answer discussion
questions with each chapter.

Overall achievement
Did not work with
others

69

Difference of opinion

Understanding

70

No Response

No Response

71

No Response

72

No Response
the best thing about working with others in an online course was getting the different
views and opinions of other students. the students I worked with were very encouraging
when we did discussions online.

73

Nothing.

No benefits
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Understanding

Community

APPENDIX G
Open-Ended Responses
What is the worst thing about working with others in your online courses?
Worst Thing: Open-Ended Response

Category 1

1.

#

i dont1 like people that much

Miscellaneous

2.

No Response
2

No response

3.

You 3do not get to see them

Lack of community

4.

Incapable
4
of getting folks to get back with me as quick as I
need.

Low participation of other students

5.

I do not
5 really have a complaint.

No worst thing

6.

nothing
6

No worst thing

7.

people
7 not doing their work

Low participation of other students

8.

I really
8 have nothing bad to say about others in the online
courses I am taking.

No worst thing

9.

Can 9
become tedious and takes a little bit to actually make
the group.

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

10.

I dont
# work with others

Miscellaneous

11.

One #person ends up doing most of the work and then
suffering for the others lack of effort. The grading for these
projects are not fair.

Low participation of other students

12.

Waiting
# for other students to participate in the activities that
require me to comment on their posts is slightly
inconvenient.

Low participation of other students

13.

Nothing.
#

No worst thing

14.

Sometimes
#
its hard to really communicate with the others
the way you could in person

Insufficient communication

15.

No Response
#

No response

16.

No Response
#

No response

17.

No face
# to face interaction.

Lack of community

18.

Everyone
#
will not do their part.

Low participation of other students

19.

nothing
#

No worst thing

20.

Honestly
#
i hate the fact that there are even online classes.
The D2l has let me down many times and is very
disappointing

Miscellaneous

21.

you don't
#
get to see them face to face.

Lack of community

22.

Attitudes
#
and timing.

Miscellaneous

23.

It's hard
# to communicate through online things so I always
try avoiding it.

Insufficient communication

24.

There# is not much I can give on the subject since my current
courses do ask of interaction activities with others.

Didn't work with others

25.

I enjoy
# working alone for the most part.

Miscellaneous

26.

finding
# people to participate

Low participation of other students

27.

No Response
#

No response

28.

The course
#
feels impersonal and all other students are
discouraged in communicating with one another due to the
lack of connection to the materials.

Insufficient communication

29.

Not being
#
able to see faces.

Lack of community

30.

It is sometimes
#
hard to interpret tone or instructions via text
only.

Insufficient communication
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Miscellaneous

Poor connection of activity
with course objectives

#

Worst Thing: Open-Ended Response

Category 1

31.

No Response
#

No response

32.

Nothing
# I can think of at the moment.

No worst thing

33.

I usually
# do all the work

Low participation of other students

34.

I enjoy
# working with others. They build you up and I see no
negativity with that.

No worst thing

35.

No Response
#

No response

36.

Well,# in this semester, there is no discussion boards open!!!
So, we haven't been able to communicate. Correction--there
is one open from the beginning with a specific topic that
nobody checks anymore.

Insufficient communication

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

37.

Working
# with other people and posting discussion are
unnecessary. Discussions do not make me feel connected
with other students.

Poor connection of activity with
course objectives.

Lack of community

38.

No Response
#

No response

39.

No Response
#

No response

40.

When
# classmates don't get involved in the curriculum.

Low participation of other students

41.

No Response
#

No response

42.

I would
# rather work alone

Miscellaneous

43.

not being
#
able to actually see the teachers and interact with
them

Insufficient communication

44.

Finding
# a time that everyone can work on the assignment.

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

45.

Occasionally
#
there are connection issues with our instructor
or fellow classmates and a few minutes of the beginning of
class must be used to resolve the issue.

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

46.

Sometimes
#
messages can be interpreted in the wrong way
just because it's online.

Insufficient communication

47.

Nothing
#

No worst thing

48.

None#

No worst thing

49.

I didn't
# get the chance to work with others in my online
class.

Didn't work with others

50.

If you
# have a difference in opinions people may get mad at
you.

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

51.

You're
# not actually with them

Lack of community

52.

You #have to wait for others to do the discussion post before
you can finish you work. An example would be your grade
depends on your writing a discussion post then reply to
someone else. If you do your discussion post on Monday but
others wait to the last day you may forget to go back to reply
to others' because you have already done your part.

Low participation of other students

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

53.

not really
#
knowing who they are

Insufficient communication

Lack of community

54.

No Response
#

No response

55.

Some# students don't really care how they answer or respond
to others.

Low participation of other students

56.

Procrastination
#
happens quite often.

Low participation of other students

57.

Many# are not willing to participate

Low participation of other students

58.

No Response
#

No response

59.

Having
# to work with others puts my grade in jeopardy if the
others do not contribute to the project. As a fellow student,
I have no power to influence the actions of other students.
Should my grade be dependent on the actions of other
students? Collaboration should be sharing of ideas though
in this case (online) and nothing further. This goes back to
the fact that my grade should not be dependent on others

Low participation of other students
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Insufficient communication

Poorly organized collaborative
activities

#

Worst Thing: Open-Ended Response

Category 1

60.

Relying
# on them to take part in whatever it is we were/are
working on.

Low participation of other students

61.

Everything
#
was fine

No worst thing

62.

No Response
#

No response

63.

No Response
#

No response

64.

The closest
#
I came to working with others was participating
in online discussions. Unfortunately, it seemed as though
others in my classes were just agreeing with what I said
rather than having a real conversation.

Low participation of other students

65.

When
# responsible for responding to discussions and other
class members wait to the last minute to post.

Low participation of other students

66.

there#is not anything that is really bad, unless you live too far
to get together to work face to face.

No worst thing

67.

No Response
#

No response

68.

nothing
# really

No worst thing

69.

They#take to long to post things

Low participation of other students

70.

No Response
#

No response

71.

No Response
#

No response

72.

the worst
#
thing is when other students do not communicate
back. it is annoying and irritating when you email classmates
and NONE of them respond.

Low participation of other students

Insufficient communication

73.

No one
# participates and I end up having to do all of the work
and the instructor doesn't care if they do or don't participate.
The other group members end up getting a good grade only
because I did all the work and I care about my school work
and grades.

Low participation of other students

Poorly organized collaborative
activities
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Appendix H
Open-Ended Responses
Would you like to have more opportunities to work with others in your online courses?
Please explain your answer.
#

Response

Open-Ended Response: Please explain your answer:

Category 1

1

No

i dont like people that much

miscellaneous

2

No

No explanation

No explanation

3

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

4

No

I am a loner and prefer to work by myself.

Prefer working alone

5

Yes

I guess if you know some of the classmates personally you
can study together.

Community

6

No

7

Yes

I have always wanted to have interaction with people face to
face with others. But it's hard because of my lupus.
i would like to do this more, but i don't want slackers

Prefer face to face
interaction
Condition – if all
participate

8

Yes

I believe it will help all of us trying to figure out our courses.

Overall achievement

9

Yes

I think working with others in an online class can improve
students' scores.

Overall achievement

10

Yes

I have no problem working alone. I really never had a course
that I had to.

Did not work with others

11

No

I prefer to work alone.

Prefer working alone

12

No

I enjoy working alone.

Prefer working alone

13

Yes

More opportunities mean more chances to understand the
material

Understanding

14

No

miscellaneous

15

No

16

No Response

I like working with the others to a point but I also like having
to do the textbook work. I feel like I learn more taking test
and reading than communicating with others.
The best part about an online course is that you don't have to
work with others. You can gat the work done at your own
pace.
No Response

17
18

Yes
No

It allows others to gain understanding about assignments.
It is too hard to get everyone on the same page.

Understanding
Low participation of other
students

19

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

20

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

21

Yes

understanding

22
23

Yes
Yes

Gives you a different view, because of your classmates
opinions.
I think it would be exciting to work with others on a project.
i would like to see how others complete their assignments
and their understanding of whats going on. I would like
having other opinions.

24

No

Prefer working alone

25

No

It is a personal preference to work more to myself thand with
others.
I enjoy working alone and having more flexibility. I believe
having to work more with others would hinder our flexibility.

26

Yes

Understanding

27

No

just to make sure everyone is on the same page because
someone may know something you dont that could help you
out.
No explanation
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Prefer working
alone

Prefer working alone
No response

-Exciting
Understanding

Prefer working alone

No explanation

Flexibility

#

Response

Open-Ended Response: Please explain your answer:

Category 1

28

No

the logistics of gathering people online is too difficult to
organize.

Poorly organized
collaborative activities

29

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

30

No

I prefer working on projects myself for the most part.

Prefer working alone

31

No

I don't feel it's necessary

Not necessary

32

No

I do not like to work with others and feel that working
individually is the point of an online class because it is meant
to work around your schedule and no one else's.

Prefer working alone

33

No

I dont like to work in groups

Prefer to work alone

34

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

35

No

working hours not availbe to others

Flexibility

36

Yes

It would be nice to get to know other online students and
work with others, if they are reliable.

Community

37

No

No explanation

No explanation

38

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

39

Yes

There usually on 5 or six people doing on line the more the
better so we can help each other out when needed

Community

40

No

It depends on the course, mostly it is easiest to do the work
on your on time and submit to the online class in a timely
fashion. Getting others' responses helps with study ideas and
future assignments.

Prefer working alone

41

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

42

No

I don't like working in groups

Prefer working alone

43

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

44

Yes

By working with others you are able to have more than one
opinion.

Understanding

45

No

I am quite anti-social and tend to work better on my own.

Prefer working alone

46

No

No explanation

No explanation

46

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

48

No

Its hard to work with others, when you work and personal
times are different.

Flexibility

49

Yes

We didn't get the chance to work with others in my online
class but I would like to try and see if it helps in any kind of
way.

Did not work with others

50

No

I am like working by myself in online classes

Prefer working alone

51

No

It doesn't really help

Not necessary

52

Yes

Study Groups would be great, or just a day to meet and greet
with each other. To put a face with a name.

Community

53

Yes

i would like activities involving one or more students

Community

54

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

55

No

It would really depend on the type class taken

Miscellaneous
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Flexibility

Condition – if all
participate

miscellaneous

Overall achievement

#

Response

Open-Ended Response: Please explain your answer:

Category 1

56

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

57

No

It is a hassle for all parties.

Difficult

58

No

So far I am satisfies with the way things are working with
classmates

Not necessary

59

No

There is nothing wrong with collaboration. Face-to-face
project work is very difficult in itself. Doing it online makes
it impossible.

Difficult

60

No

I just like to work alone. I don't like having to worry about
other people.

Prefer working alone

61

No

Honestly I enjoy doing my assignments

Not necessary

62

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

63

Yes

No explanation

No explanation

64

Yes

I think that it would be beneficial to collaborate with others.

Community

Overall achievement

65

No

Others procrastination, and the drama of the classroom
setting is why I prefer online. I want to work independently
at my own speed.

Prefer working alone

Low participation of
other students

66

No

it would be ok sometimes, but im really busy and have
several obligations, so i would not always be able to meet.

Flexibility

67

No

No complaints

Not necessary

68

No

I did not need to work with others to complete this course.

Not necessary

69

No

70

No

Most students when working online wait till the last day to
post and there isn't as much time as I would like to reply
No explanation

Low participation of other
students
No explanation

71
72

Yes
No

No explanation
Difficult

73

No

No explanation
I enjoy doing discussions with others online, but in terms of a
group project, I think it is difficult for students to construct
and complete a project together. It is different when you are
on campus doing research together.
I'd rather my grades depend upon my own effort in the class.
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Appendix I
Open-Ended Responses
What things would you change about collaborative activities in your online courses?
#

Category 1

Open-Ended Response

1

too hard

Miscellaneous - Difficult

2

No response

4

No Response
Nothing, I like the way it is
I would not require students to do group projects. Reason being is because
there are too many that do not want to do their part or want you to go to
far lengths for their benefit only.

5

I do not see anything that needs changing.

No changes

6

To able to speak in Japanese or another language with some.

Miscellaneous - Other
language

7

none

No changes

8

I wouldn't change anything.

No changes

9

None

No changes

No Response
I would do away completely with them.

No response

11
12

No Response

No response

13

No response

14

No Response
When doing the discussions I would make it a requirement that you
respond to others so it is actually a discussion.

15

No Response

No response

16

No response

17

No Response
Make them more interactive.

18

I really do not know.

No changes

19

nothing

No changes

20

No Response
not sure

No response
More collaborative activities
Miscellaneous - Include
face-to-face interaction

25

Different than reply to someone's response to a question of the week.
Wish we could meet the teachers in person once a week or so; doesn't
have to be mandatory.
There is not much I can give on the subject since my current courses do
ask of interaction activities with others.
That if they are introduced more, I would hope they were optional and
more in our hands rather than sticking to mandatory schedules.

26

nothing

No changes

27

Nothing

No changes

28

Less homework and assignments replaced by actual group activities.

More collaborative activities

29

nothing.

No changes

30

No changes

31

None
People would use the discussion board more often, and not only when it's
assigned.

32

I would abolish them and make online courses strictly individualistic.

No collaborative activities

33

Dont know

Unsure

34

I would not change a thing.

No changes

35

No response

36

No Response
We haven't had very many! I enjoy the discussion boards, but they have
been few and far between.

37

No Response

No response

3

10

21
22
23
24

Category 2

No changes
No collaboration activities

Require participation

No collaboration activities

Require participation

More collaborative activities

Unsure
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Did not work with others
More student control

More collaborative activities

More collaborative activities

More student control

#
38

Category 1

Open-Ended Response

39

No Response
more people in class and more time to do the work because some of us
have jobs.

No response
Miscellaneous – Larger
classes

40

It is all set up for collaborating already and nothing needs changing.

No changes

41

No Response
none

No response

No Response
I wouldn't change anything about the collaborative activities.

No response

44
45

Nothing.

No changes

46

I think everything is fine the way it is to be honest.

No changes

46

No Response
None

No response

No Response
I've only ever had to participate in discussion boards. So nothing.
The only thing I had to study was a book and some stuff wasn't found in
the book

No response

No response

53

No Response
i would change i would change how many assignments we do on our own,
i would like more with groups of people

54

No Response

No response

55

No Response

No response

56

No Response

No response

57

No Response

No response

58

No response

59

No Response
I would not have online collaborative activities. Collaborative work
online is more difficult because you do not establish a personal
relationship. Collaboration should be sharing of ideas though in this case
(online) and nothing further. This goes back to the fact that my grade
should not be dependent on

60

That we don't have to do them

No collaboration activities

61

I would just let everyone do their on thing

More student control

62

No Response

No response

63

No response

65

No Response
I would like to see it implemented.
As I have had none, and prefer it that way I would not change anything
unless it was to decrease the amount of discussion postings are the
responsibility to respond to others posting.

66

I have enjoyed all of my classes, so I wouldn't change anything.

No changes

67

No Response
nothing

No response

68
69

No Response

No response

70

No Response

No response

42
43

48
49
50
51
52

64

71

72
73

Category 2
Miscellaneous –More
time for activities

No changes
No changes

No changes
No changes
Miscellaneous – Don’t
require extra resources

More collaborative activities

No collaboration activities

More collaborative activities
No collaboration activities

No changes

No Response
All of my online classes have been planned and organized very thoroughly
and professionally. There is nothing I can think of right now that I think
should be changed.
I would like to be individually graded in some way instead of a group
grade.
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Grade individually

No response
No changes
Grade individually

Did not work with
others

Appendix J
Open-Ended Responses
Please add any additional comments you would like to share regarding collaborative
activities in your online courses.
#
1
2
3
4

5
6

7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39

Open-Ended Response
fun course. hard class
No Response
It is all laid out very well
If a student is not understanding the work, there should be more tutoring
resources available other than just the instructor helping you. Obviously if the
instructor is not helping the student understand, there needs to be someone else
that can assist. Sometimes it takes a different person to explain something for
another to understand.

Category 1
Positive comment
No response
Positive comment
Miscellaneous – Tutors are
needed for struggling
students

none that I can think of.
I love my classmates and would like to make it through the rest of the semester
without failing any courses. I like chatting and communicating with other
classmates just simply.

No additional comment

none
No Response
None
No Response
Get rid of them.

No additional comment
No response
No additional comment
No response
No collaboration activities
No response
No response
Positive comment
No response
No response
Recommendation
No collaboration activities

No Response
No Response
I think it is a good thing to have, but I don't think it should be the focus of a class
No Response
No Response
Have students collaborate with each other.
I do not feel like it is a good idea.
No Response
No Response
No Response
Using Google docs to make changes on a group effort research would be pretty
neat.
Wish the choices of online classes could be chosen to be taken on campus. I
don't learn well through a computer.
It is a nice opportunity to work with others over such long distances. A gathering
of like and different minds to work on a topic and study. However, it's not for
everyone and the ones that prefer to work individually to have about their own
ways.
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
Everything's cool.
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
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Category 2

Positive comment

Recommendation

No response
No response
No response
Recommendation
Prefer face-to-face

Positive comment
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response
Positive comment
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response

Recommendation

#
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
46
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

55
56
57
58

59

60
61
62
63
64
65

66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73

Open-Ended Response
They are similar to being in a classroom without certain distractions.
No Response
none
[Teacher 1] and [Teacher 2] have been great teachers. They are consistent and
willing to help in any way possible.
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
None
No Response
No Response
It's better to take class ground
No Response
No Response
The instructor was not active in our course. He did not respond to emails until
much later than sent. I had no idea of how I was doing in the course because he
did not communicate. His modules stayed locked and told me to be patient when
I asked if I was suppose to be doing anything. His dates on D2L were very old.
Other students in my class expressed their concerns as well. Another student
taking the same class completed ONLY 20% of the assignments and received
100 as her average. I worked extremely hard and taught myself and received the
same grade as I. I did not appreciate it at all.
No Response
No Response
No Response
I think all test/quizzes should be rechecked since the system automatically grades
them, some answers where marked wrong when they were actually right. This
causes lower grades and then the wait to have corrected.
I have so far had 1 collaborative activity online at [Name]. I was worried that I
being part of the three would bring their grade down. I don't want to be the
slacker of any group. It was obvious that one of participants did not understand
what was expected nor did she understand the material.
None
It was very interesting to read different things people
No Response
No Response
No Response
I have no other comments other than the already stated: I am not a fine of
collaborative activities for online classes. If I wanted the interaction I would
attend "brick and mortar" classes.
I wish more classes were offered during the summer.
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
No Response
Group projects and collaborative activities have been the worst part of my
experience as an online student.
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Category 1
Positive comment
No response
No additional comment
Positive comment
No response
No response
No response
No response
No additional comment
No response
No response
Prefer face-to-face
No response
No response

Miscellaneous – low
participation of instructor

No response
No response
No response
Recommendation
Miscellaneous - Low
participation of other
students
No additional comment
Positive comment
No response
No response
No response
Prefer face-to-face
Recommendation
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response
No response
No collaborative activities

Category 2

